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The objective of this research is to analyze the ways in which the conservative, 
American church has been ideologically and ritualistically shaped by an imperial culture 
enamored with war, the military, and violence; and how those positions and practices, in 
effect, legitimate war and the military.  While many authors have surveyed historical 
Christian positions regarding war and the current nationalistic tendencies of conservative 
Christians, little research has been conducted to assess the effects of violence, 
nationalism, patriotism, and military enchantment on Christian rituals, practices, and 
ethos.  Within this research, I argue that contemporary, conservative Christians have 
surpassed previously held nuanced positions of pacifism, just-war, and Christian Realism 
into a confluence of conservative Christian theology and American nationalism because 
of the American culture in which it is embedded.  I refer to this typology as “church 
militant.”  In addition, ritual practices which indirectly legitimate war and violence, 
influenced by an adopted position of church militant, are investigated.  
In order to accomplish this task, I have provided a brief survey of historical 
Christian typologies as they pertain to attitudes toward war and violence, while paying 
particular attention to the social context for each of these positions.  Second, a typology 
of Christian hyper-religious patriotism, referred to as “church militant,” will be 
introduced by locating my argument within personal fieldnotes recorded during multiple 
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visits to three Christian megachurches and current literature pertaining to Christian 
attitudes and participation in military and war efforts.   After establishing the Christian 
typology toward war and violence, the subsequent sections of the paper detail specific 
practices of the contemporary, conservative church which serve to justify American 
military endeavors. Although much more could be stated regarding the militaristic 
cultural influence on ritual practices of conservative, American Christians, I focus on 
ritual songs and symbols of protection, a liturgy for religious warriors, and a practice of 
elevating soldiers as the Christian ideal which all legitimate United States war efforts. My 
objective is not to defend or attack the religious institutions which were studied; but, 
rather to augment the growing literature regarding conservative, American Christians vis-
à-vis nationalism, patriotism, and militarism by identifying and interpreting the various 
ways that these ideas have shaped the conservative Christian culture.  
  
 1  
Introduction 
 
In 1971, a group of scholars undertook a research agenda to examine the role of 
religion within the context of the United States military institution.1  The scholars 
surveyed the historical roles of religious leaders within the military, included multiple 
perspectives on the challenges of being a military chaplain (specifically while in the 
Vietnam War), and discussed difficult questions regarding the constitutionality of the 
military chaplaincy.  Also, in Military Chaplains, Peter Berger introduced a concept of 
military religion.  He proposed that the military, much like religious institutions, 
maintained its own rituals, practices, symbols, and hymns within a unique context.  His 
essay outlined a profile of “military religion as mediated by the chaplaincy” and posited 
the military religion “function[s] to legitimate the military enterprise.”2  
The objective of this study is to analyze the inverse of the research aim of 
Military Chaplains.  In short, the goal of the 1971 study was to discover the influence of 
religious leaders and ideas upon the American military, while the objective of this 
research is to analyze the ways in which the conservative, American church has been 
ideologically and ritualistically shaped by an imperial culture enamored with war, the 
military, and violence; and how those positions and practices, in effect, legitimate war 
and the military.  While many authors have surveyed historical Christian positions 
regarding war3 and the current nationalistic tendencies of conservative Christians,4 little 
                                                        
1
 Military Chaplains: From a Religious Military to a Military Religion, ed. Harvey G. Cox (New York: 
American Report Press, 1971). 
2
 Peter Berger, “Military Religion: An Analysis of Educational Materials Disseminated by Chaplains,” in 
Military Chaplains: From a Religious Military to a Military Religion, ed. Harvey G. Cox (New York: 
American Report Press, 1971), 88. 
3
 See Roland Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War & Peace: A Historical Survey and Critical Re-
evaluation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1960), A. James Reimer, Christians and War: A Brief History of 
the Churches’ Teachings and Practices (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2010), or John Howard Yoder, 
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research has been conducted to assess the correlation of violence, nationalism, patriotism, 
and military enchantment on Christian rituals, practices, and ethos.  Within this research, 
I will argue that contemporary, conservative Christians have surpassed previously held 
nuanced positions of pacifism, just-war, and Christian Realism into a confluence of 
conservative Christian theology and American nationalism because of the American 
culture in which it is embedded.  I refer to this typology as “church militant.”5  In 
addition, ritual practices which indirectly legitimate war and violence, influenced by an 
adopted position of church militant, will be investigated.  
In order to accomplish this task, I have provided a brief survey of historical 
Christian typologies as they pertain to attitudes toward war and violence, while paying 
particular attention to the social context for each of these positions.  Second, a typology 
of Christian hyper-religious patriotism, referred to as “church militant,” will be 
introduced by locating my argument within personal fieldnotes recorded during multiple 
visits to three Christian megachurches and current literature pertaining to Christian 
attitudes and participation in military and war efforts.   After establishing the Christian 
typology toward war and violence, the subsequent sections of the paper detail specific 
practices of the observed churches which serve to justify American military endeavors. 
Although much more could be stated regarding the militaristic cultural influence on ritual 
practices of conservative, American Christians, I will focus on ritual songs and symbols 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Christian Attitudes to War, Peace, and Revolution eds. Theodore J. Koontz and Andy Alexis-Baker (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2009).  
4
 See Michelle Goldberg, Kingdom Coming: The Rise of Christian Nationalism (New York: W.W.  
Norton & Company, 2007) or Mark Lewis Taylor, Religion, Politics, and the Christian Right: Post 9/11 
Powers and American Empire (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005) for an account detailing the United 
States, Marci McDonald, The Armageddon Factor: The Rise of Christian Nationalism in Canada (Toronto: 
Random House of Canada, 2010) for a similar contemporary assessment in the neighboring Canada.  
5
 I am in debt to Andrew Bacevich for the church militant label.  See Andrew Bacevich, The New American 
Militarism: How Americans are Seduced by War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
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of protection, a liturgy for religious warriors, and a practice of elevating soldiers as the 
Christian ideal which all legitimate United States war efforts. My objective is not to 
defend or attack the religious institutions which were studied; but, rather to augment the 
growing literature regarding conservative, American Christians vis-à-vis nationalism, 
patriotism, and militarism by identifying and interpreting the various ways that these 
ideas have shaped the conservative Christian culture.  
Method 
In order to tackle such a large project, this research employed an interdisciplinary 
approach including historiography, sociological, and ethnographical methods.  First, a 
historiography was utilized to provide a comparative analysis of contemporary positions 
of Christians regarding war and violence in relation to previously held typologies 
regarding the same topic.  Historiographies are “concerned mainly with what has been 
written about historical events--the various schools of thought and interpretation centered 
around any particular historical occurrence - not with the source materials from which the 
historical fact was derived.”6 The discussions of previous Christians in various socio-
historical contexts indicate that Christian positions regarding war and violence have been 
extensively debated with no prevailing, static stance.  Thus, the inclusion of the 
comparative historiography establishes a framework for contemporary, yet dynamic, 
positions and rituals held by the conservative, American church.   
 Sociologically, qualitative interviews were conducted to gather data and 
analytical conclusions. Steinar Kvale defined qualitative interviews as seeking “to 
                                                        
6
 Donald V. Gawronski, History: Meaning and Method, 3rd ed. (Glenview, Ill.: Scott, Foresman and 
Company, 1975), 59-60.  
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describe the meanings of central themes in the life world of the subjects.”7 He noted that 
informal (and, at times, formal) interviews allowed subjects to give their own perspective 
in their own words. In addition, I used a technique of semistructured interviews during 
the interview process. Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte defined semistructured 
interviews as interviews that: 
combine the flexibility of the unstructured, open-ended interview with the 
directionality and agenda of the survey instrument to produce focused, 
qualitative, textual data at the factor level. The questions on a semi-
structured interview guide are pre-formulated, but the answers to those 
questions are open-ended, they can be fully expanded at the discretion of 
the interviewer and the interviewee, and can be enhanced by probes.8 
 
I was able to use this technique in my research because of the interviewees’ willingness 
to participate. Each of the interviews was conducted privately and audibly recorded. All 
of the respondents were informed that their real names, the names of their churches, and 
any other identifiers would not be disclosed in this research. 
Also, I chose not to interview the leadership of the churches.  Instead, I employed 
a bottom-up process of interviewing church members: civilians, former military, and 
currently enlisted military. Several community-based research projects, as well as 
ethnographic research, have utilized a bottom-up process.9 Application of this approach 
provided insights from individuals who are clients or recipients of services. Whereas 
most research regarding evangelicals has focused on the national leadership or well-
                                                        
7
 Steinar Kvale, Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 1996), 30, 31. 
8
 Stephen Schensul, Jean Schensul, and Margaret LeCompte, Essential Ethnographic Methods: 
Observations, Interviews, and Questionnaires (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 1999), 149. 
9
 For instance, Karen Curtis suggests that more bottom-up ethnographies could have positive impacts on 
global poverty and welfare policies. Karen Curtis, “‘Bottom-up’ Poverty and Welfare Policy Discourse: 
Ethnography to the Rescue?” Urban Anthropology Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic 
Development 28 (1999), 103–140. 
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known megachurch leaders, for this research, the bottom-up approach proved insightful 
to discover the perceptions of Christian laity.   
This research reached conclusions from a total of fifteen conducted interviews.  
Interviews were conducted with several self-identified Christians, both military and 
civilian, who are members of three megachurches to discover their attitudes regarding 
patriotism within their church practices and support of soldiers and, more broadly, the 
military endeavors of the United States.  Eight of the interviewees were non-military and 
non-leadership in one of three megachurches within the same city.  The nonmilitary 
interviewees were Caucasian (as most members of the megachurches researched are 
predominantly white), ranging in age from mid-twenties to early sixties, and all were 
married.  Almost all of this subset of respondents had been active in churches their entire 
lives.  Seven of the interviewees were current or former military personnel.  Four of the 
interviewees were soldiers who had been deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan and self-
identified as Christian. I conducted an addition interview with a soldier who self-
identified as Christian but, because of health issues, had never been deployed. I also 
interviewed a member of the ROTC at a local university who self-identified as Christian; 
this young man will serve four to eight years in the military after he has earned his 
bachelor’s degree. All of these servicemen were active members of the three 
megachurches.  The seventh interviewee was a National Guardsman who had been 
deployed to Iraq but self-identified as an atheist. All the military interviewees were 
Caucasian and male.10 The military personnel were twenty-two to twenty-eight years of 
                                                        
10
 It would be interesting to conduct more interviews with minority military personnel (e.g., African-
American, Latino, and female soldiers). However, the time constraints of the project did not permit such 
interviews to be conducted. 
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age except Chris, who served in the first Persian Gulf War at the age of 40 and is now 
close to 60 years old.11  
Before conducting this research, I had previously become acquainted with two of 
the military interviewees, Kenneth and Jackson. Two others volunteered in response to an 
announcement to a university class stating that research was being conducted pertaining 
to Christians who had a record of war deployment and military experience. After I 
interviewed these two, a snowball effect occurred, they supplied other potential military 
personnel to be interviewed.  Out of this pool of names, I randomly selected other 
military personnel.  Additionally, I randomly approached congregants at the attended 
churches and asked if they would be willing to participate in an interview session.   
As an aside, I was not rejected by any of the interviewees whom I approached and 
requested to interview. In fact, I had to turn some interviewees away because of the time 
constraints of the project. Specifically, this is a very revealing characteristic of the 
soldiers. During the interviews, I had to ask very few questions, and quickly discovered 
that the soldiers were seeking opportunities to discuss their experiences in war and 
military service. In fact, two of the soldiers revealed that they were attending support 
groups just to have an audience to whom they could tell their stories. Several thanked me 
for the opportunity to share their military experiences and were openly disappointed 
when I informed them that aliases would be used in the final product. Some suggested 
that the interview had been cathartic. 
Overall, the interviewed soldiers and lay members were confident and calm. 
Several explained that they had never been confronted or critiqued about their views or 
                                                        
11
 Chris is not the actual name of the respondent.  All names in this article have been modified for 
participants’ anonymity.   
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participation in war. All of the Christians displayed a confidence in regard to their souls 
in the afterlife, they identified no tension between being a Christian and being a soldier, 
and all of them felt secure that their military actions were justified. As a matter of fact, all 
the military interviewees except for Jackson, who identified as an atheist, were extremely 
proud of both their military service and their faith organizations.12 As one soldier said, 
“Force was always authorized and for a just cause. I don’t feel in a sense that I did 
anything wrong. Or did anything that God wouldn’t like or disapprove of.” 
As I conducted interviews with these soldiers, their words recalled many personal 
memories. In full disclosure, it should be noted that I was in the military during the 
Persian Gulf War in the early 1990s. I was never deployed into combat duty; however, I 
did serve as an assistant to chaplains, officially known as a Religious Program Specialist. 
My previous experience in the military allowed me to understand much of the military 
terminology that the interviewees employed and created an immediate social bond, 
allowing the soldiers to openly discuss their experiences. 
Ethnographically, I made use of observational research through analyzing 
multiple worship services of three unique megachurches.  One definition of the 
ethnographic method is: 
Ethnography usually involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or 
covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching 
what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through 
informal and formal interviews, collecting documents and artifacts – in 
fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that 
are the emerging focus of inquiry.13 
                                                        
12
 Neal Krause noted the connection between self-esteem and religious practice. Although his research did 
not employ psychological analysis, all of the self-identified Christians whom I interviewed seemed to have 
an acute awareness that they were divinely valued. See Neal Krause, “Church-Based Social Relationships 
and Change in Self-Esteem Over Time.” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 48 (2009), 756-773. 
13
 Paul Atkinson and Martyn Hammersley, Ethnography: Principles in Practice (New York: Routledge, 
2007), 3. 
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Attempting to accomplish a fair analysis of Christian rituals and practices, I observed 
over thirty hours of Christian services, analyzed over thirty sermons (in person and 
online), and explored the programs offered by the various churches to its congregants.  
My fieldwork was initiated on the Sunday morning preceding July 4, 2012 and included 
several services afterwards.  While the sermons and interviews provided direct evidence 
of the church militant typology, the participant-observation method allowed for a better 
understanding of the indirect modus operandi of the churches’ programming and 
services.  Further, it should be kept in mind that most interviewees and congregants had 
not given much consideration to the topic at hand.  In fact, I would suggest that most 
members of the church militant typology assume that the sermons, rituals, and positions 
of their churches are common among all Christians.   
My research is not concerned specifically with the hermeneutical debates within 
Christianity but rather focuses more narrowly on identifying the practices of Christian 
churches from members’ perspectives.  However, theological presuppositions, especially 
as delivered in weekly sermons, provided keen insights into the church militant ethos.  
Therefore, I utilized sermon material from the three churches from sermons delivered on 
July 1, 2012 to frame the typology that is presented herein.   
When I began this research, I assumed that churches performed formal 
celebrations or recognition services for each of their military members upon the 
member’s deployment and homecoming. I had hoped to obtain the details of these events 
as a legitimizing process for military service by religious congregants. Instead, I 
discovered that my assumption was incorrect. Only one soldier stated that he had been 
publicly recognized at a central Sunday service.  The other soldiers stated that they were 
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allowed to speak at a less-attended Bible study or evening worship service throughout the 
week but never during the main Sunday service. 
Instead of an institutional-wide celebration or recognition, I realized that the faith-
based organizations’ role in disseminating support for war and military efforts is less 
formal, more individualized, embedded within programs and rituals, and relational. For 
instance, all the military respondents stated that they received an abundance of individual 
encouragement from their church communities.14 From the congregants’ perspective, the 
soldiers were idealized as true heroes, which will be developed in a later section.  In this 
regard, one soldier described his church as “loving all over” him. Additionally, each 
soldier confirmed previous research indicating that religious organizations function as 
social networks and support.  
Lastly, the city of Bowling Green, Kentucky served as the specific research 
context and afforded a unique examination for this analysis.  Bowling Green is 
geographically situated between Louisville, Kentucky and Nashville, Tennessee on 
Interstate 65.  The city offers a distinctive blend of rural and urban in the American 
South.  Bowling Green is home to the Chevrolet Corvette, a portion of Mammoth Cave 
National Park, Western Kentucky University, and a high number of restaurants per 
population (second only to San Francisco).  The city is the county seat of Warren County, 
with a population of approximately 59,000 residents, and has over two hundred different 
Christian churches with every major denomination represented.  Bowling Green is the 
                                                        
14
 The lack of institution-wide recognition could be due to the controversial nature of the war in Iraq. The 
Pew Research Center noted that by the fifth year, that is, 2008, only 38 percent of those surveyed supported 
the war. This number was down from 72 percent support in March 2003. Many of the soldiers whom I 
interviewed were deployed in 2009. It would be interesting to know whether there were more institution-
wide celebrations and recognitions during the early years of the war in Iraq.  See Pew Research Center, 
“Public Attitudes Toward the War in Iraq: 2003-2008.” Available at http://pewresearch.org/pubs/770/iraq-
war-five-year-anniversity, 2008. 
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third largest city in Kentucky, and can boast of four megachurches within the city limits 
and several other churches with well over five hundred members.   
In the following analysis, it is not my intention to imply that all Christians and all 
churches have embraced the typology set forth as church militant.  In fact, like historical 
Christianity, current Christians maintain a broad spectrum of opinions regarding several 
issues including war and the United States military.  Though the following is not 
presented as definitive of all Christian churches, the typology is very common, especially 
in white, conservative churches geographically located in the American South.    
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Christian Typologies of War, Patriotism, & Military 
“It is good to remember, however, that despite its central tenets of love and peace, 
Christianity – like most traditions – has always had a violent side.” – Mark 
Juergensmeyer15 
 
Christianity has not always been overtly patriotic; rather, Christians have long 
debated ideas of patriotism and nationalism along with the actions of war participation 
and military support.  Various Christian theologians and philosophers have put forward a 
spectrum of contrasting ideas during Christianity’s history, often creating intra-group 
conflict between various forms of Christianity.  This continuum of ideas ranges from the 
strict proscription of never committing or supporting any form of violence, which 
includes military participation, to the idea of Christian just-war theory and Christian 
Realism that permits war in certain circumstances.     
There are many reasons for this diversity of opinions.  First, Christianity is not 
monolithic and never has been.  In fact, a consensus on a multitude of topics has proven 
difficult for Christianity to obtain.16  Second, Christian scriptures have changed subtly 
over the course of Christianity’s development.  Christians never reached a static canon 
and Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant Christians continue to agree to disagree on the 
exact books that comprise Christian scriptures.  In addition, the hermeneutical process 
has been revised and adapted.  But, most importantly, Christianity has historically revised 
and modified its view of nationalism, patriotism, and war depending on the social context 
of Christians. Indeed, Christianity has been shaped and formed by various contexts and 
cultures and these contexts produce different beliefs and practices.   
                                                        
15
 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2000), 19. 
16
 There are many examples of Christian debates.  Positions range drastically in regard to theological (i.e. 
Trinitarian debates), political (i.e. the role of government), and cultural (liturgical vs. nonliturgical church 
structures) issues.   
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A brief survey of the main Christian positions regarding military support, war, 
loyalty to one’s country, and nationalism with particular attention to the socio-historical 
context will demonstrate that Christians have, indeed, wrestled, adjusted, and modified 
their positions depending on their level of agential opportunity.  Moreover, a historical 
analysis will also illustrate the ability of context to shape the questions and answers in 
nationalism and military debates.  This survey will assist in verifying that a new 
relationship with military and war has developed in the conservative Christian culture 
with the Vietnam War, the rise of the United States as a global power, and the events of 
9/11 playing vital roles in this development.  Stated simply, social context shapes faith 
traditions, and the contemporary church is not an exception.  The following 
historiography is not meant to be exhaustive, but rather a contextual situating of the main 
theories that have served Christians.17 
 
The Pacifist Typology: Positions of the Powerless 
Many historians have suggested that the early Christian church was pacifistic in 
its stance on war.  Roland Bainton proposed that “no Christian author to our knowledge 
approved of Christian participation in battle” from the time of the church’s genesis to the 
time of Constantine.18  He attributed early Christian pacifism to either an ideological 
proscription against the military, indifference toward war due to eschatological hope, or 
the early Christian opposition to Roman authority.  But not only did early Christians 
                                                        
17
 For a more exhaustive account see Roland Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War & Peace:  A 
Historical Survey and Critical Re-evaluation. (Nashville: Abingdon Press), 1960.  For a survey more 
specific to the American tradition, see David Brown, The Sword, the Cross, and the Eagle. (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008). 
18
 Bainton, 66.  Indeed, Bainton’s point is to demonstrate that the early church was strictly pacifist and 
prohibited any members of the church from actively participating in the military or war.  This is important, 
since Bainton’s work is to call American Christians back to an idealized version of the early Christian 
church. 
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maintain a multitude of reasons for their belief in pacifism, posited Bainton, but there 
were varying degrees of pacifism.19  
The early Christian ideological proscriptions against violence were developed 
with a concentration on the teachings of Jesus, which were elevated above all other 
portions of Christian scriptures.  By concentrating on certain passages of Jesus’ teaching 
of forgiveness, grace, and mercy, pacifistic Christians interpreted proscriptions like 
“turning the other cheek” as definitively prohibiting all forms of violence. This 
hermeneutic perceived the New Testament deity as an evolved merciful and just god 
against what is perceived as a more violent and wrathful Old Testament god.     
However, the context of the early church is important in understanding the 
pacifist position.   Many of the earliest Christians adopted a particular Jewish attitude of 
opposition toward the Roman Empire due to a “rejection of idolatrous practices within 
the Roman army.”20  In addition, many early Christians anticipated the imminent return 
of Jesus to establish an earthly kingdom.  Because of this eschatological hope, many 
initial Christians understood participation in existing governmental structures as futile 
and irrelevant.  And from the Roman perspective, the earliest Christians were lumped 
together with their Jewish forefathers who were seen as problematic and rebellious.  By 
default, this association led many Romans to view the earliest Christians with suspicion.  
Early on, a number of Christians suffered under Roman Emperors.  For instance, in 
February 303 CE, Emperor Diocletian dictated an imperial edict commanding “(a) the 
destruction of Christian churches, (b) the surrender of scriptures for burning, (c) the 
suspension of legal rights for privileged upper-class Christians, and (d) the reduction to 
                                                        
19
 Ibid., 81-84. 
20
 J. Daryl Charles & Timothy J. Demy, War, Peace & Christianity: Questions and Answers from a Just-
War Perspective, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 110. 
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slavery of Christian members of the imperial service.”21  Contextually, the earliest 
Christians emphasized Jesus’ teachings of nonviolence while viewing engagement with 
the Roman Empire as less than desirable, which greatly influenced their positional 
decision to not participate in war and violence.    
The idea of strict, Christian pacifism has not been lost in contemporary 
Christianity.  John Howard Yoder, Stanley Hauerwas, and to a lesser extent Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s works specifically tackled the idea of Christians and violence and have 
become the illustrative texts for Christians who oppose the military and war.  Yoder 
painted a picture of a radical, non-conformist historical Jesus who paid “the price of 
social nonconformity.”22  Yoder, who identified religiously as a Mennonite, suggested 
that Christians should find victory not in taking up arms, but in mimicking the political 
and religious sacrificial death of Jesus.  He proposed an “ethic of nonviolence which 
Jesus offers to his disciples,” and therefore suggested a religious indifference to the 
affairs of society.23  Additionally, the early church is understood as establishing the 
pacifistic ideal.  The writings of early church leaders like Tertullian and Origen are 
thought to provide the exemplary way for Christianity to be lived out in any context.  
Many proponents of this view argue that the early church was the closest to living out 
Jesus’ “kingdom of heaven” vision and, therefore, the early church is the contemporary 
model for Christian living.  These works fuel the desire to separate from a society that is 
discerned as inherently evil and create smaller communities of peace and love.  Many of 
these philosophies view the United States as a power that has excessively abused its 
                                                        
21
 Lorne D. Bruce, “A Note on Christian Libraries during the ‘Great Persecution.’ 303-305 A.D.”, The 
Journal of Library History Vol. 15, No. 2 (Spring, 1980), 128. 
22
 John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1972), 96. 
23
 Ibid., 224. 
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authority at home and across the globe.  To these contemporary Christians, the United 
States and all other national governments, in essence, are the Rome of contemporary 
society.   
Many Christian pacifists historically have been in opposition to the dominant 
church and government of their day.  For instance, Leo Tolstoy, a proponent of Christian 
nonviolence, suggested that the churches in his time were faced with a “dilemma: the 
Sermon on the Mount or the Nicene Creed – the one excludes the other,” and that “[A 
true Christian] cannot believe in both.”24  The distinction between the teachings of Jesus 
and that of the church prompted Tolstoy to harshly critique the church.  For instance, he 
stated, “Strange at it might seem, the churches as churches have always 
been…institutions not only alien in spirit to Christ’s teaching, but even directly 
antagonistic to it.”25  He heavily depended on the notion of complete loyalty to the 
teachings of Jesus as they are recorded in the gospels.  Tolstoy proposed that to display 
loyalty to any institution reduced the loyalty of Christians to Jesus.   
Several groups of pacifistic Christians, who understand themselves as prophets in 
a violent world, have organized to work against war and the atrocities of war in 
contemporary society.  Groups like the Quakers, Catholic Workers, and Mennonites have 
continued their long history of pacifism and nonviolence.  Christian Peacemaker Teams 
“have traveled to Columbia, Iraq, various African countries, and to Israel and the West 
Bank to offer their lived witness of the possibility of peace.”26  In addition, these groups 
protest death sentences across the United States.  The vision for peace, idealized in the 
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earliest Christian church, continues to motivate pacifistic Christians to protest any form 
of violence and attempt to establish harmonious societies to serve as examples to those 
outside their communities. 
 
The Just-War Typology: Re-evaluation with Privilege 
As Christianity increased numerically across the Roman world, so did its 
influence and power.  And as the political dynamics changed, Christianity modified its 
view of war and military support.   Specifically, many early Christians saw great potential 
in a young, upcoming new leader named Constantine who was vying for the throne.  
With the competition for the Roman throne between Constantine and others, “Christians 
gravitated to their champion, and when Constantine with the stand of the cross 
discomfited the enemies of the faith, he was hailed as the Lord’s Anointed.”27  
Accordingly, some Christians started to reconsider their nascent responsibility in public 
affairs, especially regarding the way that force and military action was to be used 
domestically and internationally.   
As Christianity was gaining political position within the Roman Empire, Christian 
theologians were battling Manichaeism, which proposed the separation of the New and 
Old Testaments.  Manicheans saw the Old Testament god as a “defective and inferior 
deity of the Hebrew Bible who is the creator of matter and evil.”28  In response, 
Augustine, who took on the apologetic task of debating the Manicheans, provided an 
argument against Manichaeism by championing the compatibility of the Old and New 
Testaments.  By arguing for compatibility, Augustine was forced to acknowledge and 
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integrate the violent acts of the Old Testament, many of which were commanded by God, 
into his theology.  Augustine, a student of Ambrose, Bishop of Milan and a former 
Roman governor, did not create the just-war theory, but rather expounded and articulated 
an idea of justified war like no other before him.  Augustine granted the utility of 
violence for those with the proper authority in just causes such as national and citizen 
protection: 
In regard to killing men so as not to be killed by them, this view does not 
please me, unless perhaps it should be a soldier or a public official. In this 
case, he does not do it for his own sake, but for others or for the state 
which he belongs, having received the power lawfully in accord with his 
public character.  Even to those who are deterred from doing evil by some 
fear, perhaps some help is offered.  Hence it was said: “We are not to 
resist evil” [Matthew 5:39], lest we take pleasure in vengeance which 
nourishes the soul on another’s wrong, but we are not to fall short in 
correcting men.29 
 
Augustine’s views regarding the utility of war adjusted early Christian views that were 
wholly against violence.  Additionally, the historical context had changed because many 
of the early eschatological hopes of the church had waned and Christians were debating 
their roles in civic life.  
Just-war theory still has its proponents in contemporary society.  The present 
version of just-war theory is built upon the works of Augustine, Thomas Aquinas and 
John Calvin among others.  In its present form, this theory includes two main objectives: 
(1) determining whether a conflict is just and whether one can enter into the conflict 
(referred to as jus ad bellum), and (2) the proper conduct during war (known as jus in 
bello).  In essence, the aim of just-war theory was the establishment of rules and 
regulations of conduct which provide constraints and opportunities for not only 
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Christians, but non-Christians as well, to determine the morality of conflicts.  As an 
example, Thomas Aquinas, in Summa Theologica, notes three conditions for just-war that 
must be satisfied: 
First, the authority of the sovereign by who command the war is to be 
waged…Secondly, a just cause is required, namely that those who are 
attacked should be attacked because they deserve it on account of some 
fault…Thirdly, it is necessary that the belligerents should have a right 
intention, so that they intend the advancement of good, or the avoidance of 
evil.30 
 
Darrell Cole summed up the attempt of Christian just-war vision and argument: “Just-war 
acts are God-like insofar as they restrain evil and are done out of love for the neighbor – 
both the neighbor we protect and the unjust neighbor who is the object of our acts of 
violence.”31 
Just-war theory has been through many revisions, modifications, and additions.  
As the nature of war engagement has changed, so too has just-war theory.  For instance, 
contemporary theologians and philosophers have debated how nuclear warfare and 
chemical warfare fit into the just-war tradition.32  Furthermore, humanitarian intervention 
has also received considerable attention vis-à-vis just-war theory, especially since the 
Kosovo crisis of 1998-1999.33  Consequently, the context and nature of specific kinds of 
warfare shapes the process of justifying war.      
Additionally, the application of just-war theory rarely finds a consensus from 
Christian theologians.  Some theologians are readily available to champion the side of 
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just-war for conflicts while others simultaneously denounce the same conflicts using just-
war theory.  As an example, after the Persian Gulf War in 1990-1991, the United States 
Institute of Peace held a symposium to discuss religious attitudes regarding the war.  The 
panel consisted of 24 religious scholars, most of whom were Christian.  As the post-
symposium report noted, there was very little agreement by any of the panel members on 
any aspect of the Persian Gulf War as a just-war.34  And ironically, the symposium was 
held after the majority of the combat of the conflict had been conducted.   
Overall, just-war theory is an attempt to curtail the utilization of war, while at the 
same time acknowledging war as a tool for the establishment of peace.  The theory arose 
in the Christian world when “a fusion was taking place between Rome and Christianity as 
over against the barbarian and the pagan.”35  By defending and incorporating the 
narratives of the Hebrew scripture with that of the New Testament, Christians scripturally 
justified the use of military intervention.  What just-war theory does not provide, 
however, is a mechanism for achieving a consensus.  Since the inception of Christian 
just-war theory, Christians have wrestled with the application of the just-war theory to 
specific conflicts.   
 
The Christian Realism Typology: A Nuanced Distinction in the Face of Evil 
As the magnitude and atrocities of war grew in the early twentieth century, hopes 
of ever establishing a lasting peace declined.  Reinhold Niebuhr gave voice to this 
pessimism in his classic Moral Man & Immoral Society.  He noted, “The more the moral 
problem is shifted from the relations of individuals to the relations of groups and 
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collectives, the more the preponderance of the egotistic impulses over the social ones is 
established.”36  Hence, Niebuhr deduced that because nations would always promote war 
and violence, “social control must consequently be attempted; and it cannot be 
established without social conflict.”37  Niebuhr’s philosophy gave rise to a moral 
philosophy referred to as Christian Realism.  His ideas deemphasized Jesus’ instructions 
pertaining to societies, but rather applied the teachings to the individual devotee: 
The ethic of Jesus does not deal at all with the immediate moral problem 
of every human life – the problem of arranging some kind of armistice 
between various contending factions and forces.  It has nothing to say 
about the relativities of politics and economics, nor of the necessary 
balances of power which exist and must exist in even the most intimate 
social relationships.38 
 
Robin Lovin encapsulated this philosophy as such: “Christian Realism concentrates on 
the assessment of specific political situations and social choices.  It does not always 
speak of God.”39 
Christian Realism was a departure from Christian pacifism and just-war theory.  
In regard to pacifism, Niebuhr noted, “the refusal of the Christian Church to espouse 
pacifism is not an apostasy and that most modern forms of pacifism are heresy.”40  His 
rejection of the utopianism of the Social Gospel, a Christian interpretation focusing 
attention on the responsibility of devotees to social justice issues most clearly articulated 
by Walter Rauschenbusch, led him to reject pacifism as a possibility in the modern 
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world.41  In fact, he stated, “[Christians] have interpreted world history as a gradual 
ascent to the Kingdom of God which waits for the final triumph only upon the 
willingness of Christians ‘to take Christ seriously.’”42 Niebuhr, however, did not doubt 
that Jesus’ teachings were based on ideas of pacifism and nonviolence.  Instead, he 
understood Jesus’ teachings as a transcendental ideal that could never be accomplished in 
this world.  Whereas the just-war typology attempts to justify war and violence as a 
means of social protection, Christian Realism views war and violence as simply an 
inevitable consequence of human nature and therefore is not concerned with justifying 
warfare.  Niebuhr was able to “denounce simultaneously the idleness of pacifism and the 
(perhaps unintended) eagerness of just-war thinking.”43 
When investigating Niebuhr’s ideas, it is impossible to understand his 
acquiescence to war without situating his positions in the World War I and War World II 
conflicts.  In 1935, two years after Hitler had ascended into power Niebuhr wrote: 
We cannot make peace with Hitler now because his power dominates the 
Continent, and his idea of a just peace is one that leaves him in security of 
that dominance…a more just peace can be established if that dominance is 
broken.  But in so far as Hitlerian imperial will must be broken first, the 
new peace will be an imposed peace.44 
 
Niebuhr’s conclusions, driven by the impending evils of Nazi Germany, that “public 
relations conflict would never be overcome” compelled him to abandon scriptural 
proscriptions in any practical sense.45  His conclusions characterized the teachings of 
Christianity as an impractical vision to strive toward at best, and as a faulty philosophy 
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that could lead to an entire nation’s demise at worst.  However, this has prompted some 
to accuse Niebuhr’s positions as “requir[ing] Man to deliberately choose to disobey 
God’s law.”46   
 In contemporary society, many people subscribe to Niebuhrian philosophy 
because of its concentration on the role of love or the “impossible possibility.”47  
Although Niebuhr realistically predicted that war would always exist in the world, he also 
set forth his own ideals for which humankind should strive.  He worked out a middle 
ground that acknowledged both human evil and human possibility.  Robin Lovin, who 
proposed a Christian Realism for the 21st century, stated, “We tend to see ourselves as 
more powerful and more righteous than we really are, and unless we correct these errors, 
we will be led into adventures that exceed our power and further corrupt our judgment.”48 
Thus, Christian Realism continues to work toward finding the balance between an 
idealistic position and reality. 
 The irony is that the Christian ideas toward war, the military, and nationalism 
discussed thus far all share a common goal – the establishment of a peaceful society.  The 
difference between the positions, however, is two-fold.  First, Christian groups disagree 
on the possibilities of ever establishing a large-scale peaceful society. Some Christians 
continue to maintain that a just and peaceful society can be fully established; while others 
perceive the establishment work as warranted and vital, but as essentially impossible until 
the God of the Bible intervenes.  Second, Christian positions detailed thus far differ on 
the means of establishing a peaceful society.  Christian realists and just-war theorists see 
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war as a necessary utility in the establishment of peace (however, I do not mean to 
suggest these Christians perceive war as the only means by which to establish peace).  
Pacifists would disagree with the idea of war being a positive utility; but rather, disavow 
all war and violence. 
 
The Church Militant Typology – A Position From Global Power & Privilege 
Nonetheless, the predominant conservative Christian notion in the United States 
today differs from the ideas of pacifism, just-war theory, and Christian realism, discussed 
thus far.  Conservative Christians in the United States have embraced to a continual 
posture of battling and defense.  The idea of fighting in the name of God, for the values 
of God, and for the return of America to an idealized Christian nation has so inundated 
the conservative Christian mind and institutions that little more matters for many 
contemporary, conservative Christians.  Due to the militaristic posture that Christians 
have adopted, war is seen not as a utility to accomplish peace, but rather as a divinely 
inspired instrument for achieving their own successes – both political and religious.  
The tendency for conservative Christians to support war efforts as compared to 
other religious affiliations has been investigated by several surveys.49  For example, 
Religion and Politics in the United States utilized survey data to discover, “evangelical 
Protestants and Roman Catholics tended to call for a more aggressive military posture 
against communism than Jews, seculars, African-Americans, and mainline Protestants” 
during the Cold War of the 1950s and 1960s.50  “The [evangelical community] remained 
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as anticommunist, pro-American, and pro-military as when the [Vietnam] war began,” 
surmised one scholar.51  Additionally, today, conservative Christians provide more 
chaplains to the military than any other religious tradition or denomination and many of 
their university and colleges have programs to specifically train military chaplains.52  
Indeed, Martin Marty summarized war support of conservative Christians: “Polls and 
surveys show [conservative Christians] most ready to sing the battle hymns of the 
Republic and to support warfare in its name.”53 
Researchers have provided several analyses attempting to cite causations and 
correlations for conservative Christian support of American military efforts. Some have 
proposed that Christian religious beliefs in an afterlife, the reality of evil, and an 
impending apocalyptic war predispose Christians to support politicians who are quick 
with military solutions against enemies.54 Others have posited that a hermeneutic of 
biblical literalism utilized by conservative Christians to interpret their religious resources 
could affect their positions on foreign policy and militarism.55  Yet others have offered 
theories focusing on the relationships between concepts of moral absolutism (especially 
on culture war issues of abortion, civil unions, and immigration) held by conservative 
Christians and political identity.  This theory proposes that clear ideas of right and wrong 
potentially compel conservative Christians more inclined toward social and political 
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conservatism.  And social and political conservatism has been linked with military 
enlistment.56   
While some scholars have suggested various root causes of Christian nationalism, 
others have suggested that the American church is part of a civil religion that permeates 
American culture.57  This theory has posited that many Americans, whether religious or 
not, believe that the United States is a divinely chosen nation, and this belief creates 
uniquely American national rituals.  Further, the rituals, sacrilized myths, and 
eschatological hope can be found in presidential inaugural speeches and throughout 
periods of crises in American history, as postulated by Robert Bellah.58  The idea of an 
American civil religion, as it is suggested, permeates through American religious 
institutions.  Raymond Haberski, Jr. has provided an exhaustive historiography, God and 
War, detailing the transitional process of civil religion relocating from Mainline 
Protestantism to more conservative Evangelicals and Fundamentalists.59  This process 
hinged on attitudes toward the Vietnam War by not only Mainline Protestant but also 
other religious leaders like Jewish Rabbi Abraham Heschel. With the Vietnam War, 
Mainline Protestants started to question the morality of the war, which led to inquiries 
into America’s exceptionalism and virtuousness.  As American Fundamentalism had 
been developing since the revivals of the Great Awakenings, conservative Christians, like 
Billy Graham, were happy to supersede their Mainline counterparts.  And American civil 
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religion found a unique home in the American South.  The complex southern identity is 
based from a conservative Christian attempt to establish a “kingdom of God on earth 
[which] would come through personal moral reform.”60  A conflation of Christian ideals 
and the Southern way of life soon led to “identifying their kingdom with the South 
itself.”61  In essence, many southerners perceive the southern way of life as the 
appropriate way for all Americans to live.  As such, many southerners, both past and 
present, have embraced a uniquely southern civil religion.  To this end, southerners, 
especially white, conservative Christians, have embraced the role of incubator for 
American nationalism and militaristic legitimation.  
Because the Christian church does not exist in a vacuum, Christian positions 
regarding war, violence, and nationalism have been decidedly shaped by the prevailing 
culture – historically, as demonstrated, and contemporarily.  Although many Christians 
attempt to establish clear dichotomies between themselves and the non-Christian culture, 
the prevailing culture has impacted the church.  And the American culture surrounding 
the church is enamored with violence and war.  For example, research has been 
conducted analyzing the ubiquitous American gun culture,62 the sources of American 
violence,63 and the effects of media violence on youth and adults.64  Several scholars have 
concluded that the American society is more violent compared to other developed 
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countries.  For example, Franklin Zimrin and Gordon Hawkins compared United States 
crime rates with other developed countries like England.  What they discovered were 
comparable crime rates of robberies, but a much larger amount of lethal violence in the 
United States.65  But maybe none offer a better contemporary critique of the violent 
American culture than Christopher Strain.  In his work Reload: Rethinking Violence in 
American Life, Strain provides a survey of America’s cultural infatuation with guns, 
support of a brutal entertainment industry, and a desensitized “combat culture.”  His 
comprehensive analysis led him to the following assessment: 
War, revolution, political violence, and assassinations all predate the 
modern era; yet, a kind of purposeless violence – violence for its own sake 
– has thrived in our, own times, particularly in our own nation in such a 
way as to become almost unremarkable.  To Americans it can seem quite 
normal when in fact it is anything but normal, and this unremarkableness 
is itself quite remarkable.66  
 
More specifically in regard to military culture, Andrew Bacevich stated, “Today, 
as never before in their history, Americans are enthralled with military power.  The 
global military supremacy that the United States presently enjoys – and is bent on 
perpetuating – has become central to our national identity.”67  Bacevich argued that the 
unsuccessful Vietnam War prompted American leaders, with the support of American 
citizens, to proliferate the strength and size of the military.  But according to Bacevich, 
none supported military expansion like conservative Christians: “In the aftermath of 
Vietnam, evangelicals came to see the military as an enclave of virtue, a place of refuge 
where the sacred remnant of patriotic Americans gathered and preserved American 
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principles from extinction.”68  Additionally, he proposed that the United States’ quick 
defeat of Iraq in the Persian Gulf War, led to an American enthrallment with victory and 
the power of their constructed military force.  And the events of 9/11 have only served to 
rekindle American warmongering - an acknowledgement that the United States could be 
attacked on its home soil developed a permeating fear among the American populace.   
Moreover, the love affair with military and war has broad effects on the prevailing 
culture.  As Chris Hedges, a war correspondent for many years, quips, “war forms its 
own culture. The rush of battle is a potent and often lethal addiction, for war is a drug.”69  
Indeed, the culture of violence has permeated American society.  Gavin de Becker best 
summed up these sentiments: “the energy of violence moves through [the American] 
culture. Some experience it as a light but unpleasant breeze, easy to tolerate.  Others are 
destroyed by it, as if by a hurricane.  But nobody – nobody – is untouched.  Violence is a 
part of America.”70   
 Having the largest military force on the planet and being almost continually 
engaged in a military conflict has affected the American church.  Members of American 
churches, who work in local factories, watch the local and national news, whose kids 
participate in local sports leagues, and shop at stores like other Americans, are not 
immune to a cultural shaping by war and violence. Indeed, the new response of 
conservative Christians is the glorification of the military and war efforts, which has 
inundated the megachurches that are the focus for this study.  The historical positions of 
Christians, pacifism, just-war theory, and Christian Realism, have all been surpassed; 
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today’s conservative Christian has progressed into an embracement of military culture or 
into a realm of church militant.   
The Observed Churches 
Two of the churches I attended for this study are Southern Baptist and the other 
has roots as a Southern Baptist church but left the denomination a few years ago.  These 
megachurches provided a research context to discover the rituals, practices, and sermons 
which have been strongly influenced by a military and violent culture.  Michelle 
Goldberg, a journalist who traveled around the United States documenting the rise of 
Christian nationalism, posited that megachurches are “temples of religious nationalism 
where millions of Americans gather every week for exultant sermons that mingle 
evangelical Christianity, self-help, and right-wing politics.”71  In fact, the churches all 
displayed a theological impetus for war (home and abroad), concentrated on restoring a 
mythical American history, and praised the efforts of current American militaristic 
endeavors.  These ideas coalesced in ritual practice throughout each of the services, 
which will be further explained later. 
 Christian scriptures record numerous accounts of battles and war efforts.  Many of 
the narratives presuppose a divine mandate for combative activities or, at least, a divine 
blessing for the efforts.  The Old Testament scriptures of Christians are rich with 
historical records of bloodshed, genocidal activities, and violence.  Every Sunday, 
ministers and pastors find contemporary relevance for their congregants by utilizing 
violent portions of the scriptures.  The accounts are used to discredit conflicting 
positions, institutions, and political opponents; to affirm Christian beliefs and the cultural 
war movement; and encourage the continual laboring on the part of lay people in the 
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pews.  But, additionally, much of the other New Testament accounts are interpreted 
through this lens.  Excerpts from my field notes from July 1, 2012 verify these 
characteristics: 
As we entered the gym-sized auditorium, there were several people who 
were dressed in patriotic attire displaying stars and stripes.  The church’s 
reputation for a relaxed atmosphere proved true, as most members walked 
around comfortably greeting each other with handshakes and hugs even 
after the worship band began the service.  A projection of Bible verses 
flashed on one of the sidewalls throughout the service. Even though the 
verses were probably 15 feet in width, because of their positioning in the 
auditorium, they were almost subliminal.  All the selected verses centered 
thematically on the notion of freedom (all verses in the New International 
Version): 
 
“So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” John 8:36 
“Be sure of this: The wicked will not go unpunished, but those 
who are righteous will go free.” Proverbs 11:21 
“Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” 
John 8:32 
“You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to 
righteousness.” Romans 16:18 
“It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, then, and 
do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.” 
Galatians 5:1 
“Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, 
there is freedom.” 2 Corinthians 3:17 
“Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that 
gives freedom.” James 2:12 
 
The verses complimented the worship songs, which revolved around the 
idea of freedom as well. 
 
The pastor, one of many ministers on staff at this church, started his 
sermon with a customary reading of the morning’s selected passage.  The 
passage that was chosen that morning was 2 Chronicles 14:2 (New 
International Version): 
 
Asa did what was good and right in the eyes of the LORD his God.  
He removed the foreign altars and the high places, smashed the 
sacred stones and cut down the Asherah poles.  He commanded 
Judah to seek the LORD, the God of their ancestors, and to obey his 
laws and commands.  He removed the high places and incense 
altars in every town in Judah, and the kingdom was at peace under 
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him.  He built up the fortified cities of Judah, since the land was at 
peace. No one was at war with him during those years, for the 
LORD gave him rest. 
 
The pastor, whose task it was to interpret the relevance of biblical 
passages for his contemporary audience, made the connection for the 
attendees that morning:  
 
As you read through the Old Testament and New Testament, what 
you find is that there were periods in history where God blessed 
nations, but he blessed them for the sole purpose that those nations 
would bring Him glory.  So, for America, it’s not so much every 
person in America, it’s those of us in America that are followers of 
Jesus.  
 
In essence, the pastor made the connection that Christian believers in 
America are, like the Hebrew perspective in 2 Chronicles, the chosen 
people of God.  And it is God who distributes blessings as long as the 
people of God are obedient.  The connection between the Israelite stories 
in the Hebrew scriptures and the contemporary church is pivotal and is 
very informative of how Christians interpret the biblical text.   
 
Later, the pastor skipped ahead in the text to a passage that detailed Asa’s 
final years of rule.  The text (2 Chronicles 16:1-14) stated that Asa signed 
a peace treaty with Aram, the ruler of Damascus.  Immediate success from 
this treaty resulted in more military victories and a ready supply of stones 
and timber to fortify Israelite communities.  Unfortunately, the Jewish 
prophet at the time, Hanani, scolded Asa for this move, stating that Asa 
would continue to be at war because, “he relied on the king of Aram and 
not on the LORD your God.”  The teaching pastor failed to note the 
punishment of ongoing warfare within the passage, but interpreted the 
story as a cautionary warning against making peace treaties.  The subtle 
implication was that peace treaties are unsuccessful in bringing about 
peace.  But paradoxically, Christians need to be like God who loves peace 
so much, “[God] was willing to kill his son so that [Christians] could have 
real peace.”   
 
Notice that the pastor differentiated Christians from non-Christians.  This 
dichotomy clearly delineates those who not only receive God’s blessings, but also who 
are authentic Americans.  Authentic Christians, like authentic Americans, refuse to sign 
peace treaties, but, because they absolutely know that God has sided with them, they 
carry out the militant and religious purpose.  Like Asa, the devotees in attendance (and 
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those who listen online), are admonished to battle for godly causes. This separation of 
believer/nonbeliever and authentic American/inauthentic American is what attracts so 
many devotees to megachurches each week.  Or as Christian Smith states, 
“Evangelicalism… flourishes on difference, engagement, tension, conflict, and threat.”72  
Also, the many New Testament scriptures that were highlighted on the projector 
screen have a dual interpretive impact.  The initial interpretation is one of soteriological 
assurance.  Each of the passages confirms that Christians have been freed from sin with a 
satisfactory conversion.  But, each of the passages is interpreted through an American 
lens of democratic freedom.  And democratic freedom is linked with historical ideas of 
fighting for independence and a mythical American past.      
Many of the ideas and elements of this service were not unique.  Every Sunday 
across America, Christians gather in churches to reaffirm their belief that America is a 
Christian country that is slowly losing the favor of God.  These Christians believe that 
America was founded as a chosen country with the responsibility of being the light of the 
world.73  Their ideas revolve around a violent, wrathful deity who has established a strict 
code of conduct through ancient writings.  And the implication is simple:  if America 
obeys, God will bless; if America disobeys, God’s wrath and judgment will occur.   
Furthermore, many Christians use their religious resources to interpret national 
politics and everyday occurrences as having transcendental meaning.  The second service 
provided more of a cultural critique of the America that exists versus the mythical 
America: 
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The second service was the most traditional of the three that we attended 
that morning.  The building itself was a brick building with a large, white 
steeple fastened atop the roof reaching towards the heavens.  There are 
several of these churches across the southern landscape but few in 
southcentral Kentucky match this building’s size.  The dress at this service 
was more formal with most men wearing slacks, collared shirts, and ties.  
And most women wore modest dresses or skirts.  The church read from 
the New King James version of the Bible unlike the other churches that 
utilized a more contemporary translation, the New International Version.  
The singing was led by a worship leader with a piano being the main 
instrument.   
 
The sermon that morning could be thematically referred to as one of 
cultural critique.  The pastor started by making connections between the 
United States and Israel.  He stated that both countries were similar in that 
they: 1) were founded by godly forefathers who established the nations on 
the laws of God, 2) were the most powerful countries of their time, 3) had 
mottos “In God We Trust,” and 4) pledged their national allegiances 
“under God.”  And like Israel, which the preacher stated had rebuked God 
and suffered the repercussions; the United States was on the brink of doing 
the same. 
 
The preacher used 2 Kings 17 for his text that morning, which details the 
errors Israel had committed leading to Israel’s nationalistic downfall.  The 
list is long, but included not obeying God and instead following the 
statutes of other nations, building high places in cities while not caring for 
the temple of God, and worshipping other idols while refusing to 
acknowledge the God who had established them after the exile.   
 
Following the reading of the scriptures, the pastor made the contemporary 
associations for those in attendance.   First, he stated that the United States 
was guilty of committing the same errors as the children of Israel.  He 
accused the entire nation of America of sacrificing 50 million unborn 
babies each year in the name of freedom, burning the American flag, 
allowing pornography to be sold in local stores in the name of freedom of 
speech, and being too materialistic, egotistical, and paganistic to even 
allow prayer before public events.  All of these “sins” led the pastor to 
announce, “our American forefathers would not even recognize America 
today.” 
 
The preacher continued to suggest that, like Israel, the United States is on 
the verge of God’s impending wrath due to America’s sinful decisions.  
The minister stated, “God is our only hope, but God is our biggest threat.”  
He proclaimed that America was drowning in alcohol, decaying in drugs, 
and disintegrating in debt.  All the while, he effortlessly moved from 
accusing individual citizens, including those in attendance, to a national 
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denouncement.  But, he also offered a solution: repent of the waywardness 
of the American populace and reform American laws in accordance with 
the biblical commands.   
 
The cultural critique that the minister postulated that morning is not unique.  
American Christians have a long history of using the pulpit on Sunday mornings to offer 
a scathing evaluation of the state of society at large.  His cure for the understood problem 
is not new either.   Moral repentance and revival are the glorified instruments that are 
perceived as having brought past success and these instruments must be utilized once 
again to restore America.  Practically speaking, these notions of achieving national 
success for establishing a theocratic dream find their basis from two elements – 
theological and political action.  The conservative Christians’ theological impetus and 
political mobilization that has functioned since the late 1970’s in the United States has 
grown increasingly powerful and assisted in fostering the sense that Christians are a 
beleaguered minority.    
 
Theological Foundations 
Theological elements are embedded within Christian nationalism since 
conservative Christians find their purpose, reasoning, and direction within what they 
believe to be inerrant scriptures.  The theological hermeneutics that many conservative 
Christians employ rely heavily upon a mythologized version of United States’ history.  
The mythic relationship of the ancient Hebrew nation found within their Old Testament 
narratives and the early stories of the Pilgrims and Puritans has led conservative 
Christians to think of themselves as the agents of God.   The agential feelings depend 
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upon concepts of chosenness from an idealized beginning, divine vocation, and 
eschatological hopes.    
Richard Hughes’ book, Myths America Lives By, detailed the historical elements 
of the chosen nation myth as well as demonstrated that this myth has produced good and 
evil throughout American history.  Hughes suggested that the idea of divine chosenness 
landed with the arrival of English settlers.  He stated, “New England Puritans 
believed…they alone had successfully restored the ancient church,” and with their 
immigration to a new land, Puritans found the exile story of the children of Israel more 
compelling.74  By self-identifying as the true church and the true children of God, the 
earliest settlers made distinctions between themselves and other nations.  But, these 
ideological distinctions came with a perceived responsibility.  For instance, John 
Winthrop stated that God would only continue to bless the United States if they were 
“knit together in this work as one man, we must entertain each other in brotherly 
affection…we must delight in each, make others’ conditions our own, rejoice together, 
mourn together, labor and suffer together.”75  But Hughes also determined that the myth 
of a chosen nation has the potential to “easily become a badge of privilege and power, 
justifying oppression and exploitation of those not included in the circle of the chosen.”76   
In America, the myth of divine chosenness has grown to legendary proportions 
and continues to fuel ideas of American exceptionalism today.  The association of 
contemporary Christians with the stories of the early church and ancient Hebrews creates 
a specific lens through which they interpret the Bible.  Like the earlier example of the 
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first church service that I attended, Christians read the story of King Asa and continue to 
discover contemporary relevance for themselves.  But the power of the Bible moves 
beyond simple relevance.  For conservative Christians, the Bible is “unparalleled in 
power, influence, and wisdom” and “the central assumption is that whatever we discover 
through human agency has already been stated, in some measure, in the Bible.”77  All 
answers to all the questions of all time are supposedly found with the ancient text, not 
just for Christians but for non-Christians as well.  Therefore, for conservative Christians, 
the Bible is an indispensable resource on how to live every moment of every day.  James 
Bielo, who conducted a lengthy anthropological study of evangelical Bible studies 
discovered: 
When reading the Bible, Evangelicals place themselves in some form of 
ideological relationship with their sacred text.  In other words, they 
establish how they relate to what is being portrayed.  This takes shape 
around a series of questions: am I doing what I understand the Bible to be 
saying? Is my life in conflict with scripture? Am I working toward the 
example set forth by biblical characters? Is scripture challenging my life 
of faith and daily habits? Is it affirming them?78 
 
It is interesting to note the relational aspect of conservative Christians and their religious 
scriptures.  In essence, conservative Christians grant authoritative power to the Bible; the 
Bible then empowers conservative Christians in the form of confidence in daily living. In 
turn, the relational exchange between Christians and text has developed self-assuredness 
in regard to a divine mandate collectively and individually for conservative Christians. 
The combination of perceived divine chosenness and the ability of the Bible to provide 
all-encompassing guidance for daily living construct a notion of divine purpose or 
vocation for Christians individually and nationally.  This combination has manifested 
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itself in ideas of the United States being a “city on a hill” as John Winthrop famously 
stated.  Thus, conservative Christians have championed themselves as defenders of a true 
Christianity, but also a true Americanism.   
 
Political Engagement 
The idea of divine purpose and vocation, whether mythologized or real, has been 
the impetus for conservative Christians to engage beyond mere theological 
understandings into the second element – political action.  In other words, as Christian 
Smith noted, “Given the importance of their faith in their lives, this perspective generates 
in most evangelicals genuine heartfelt burden for the state of the world, a tremendous 
sense of personal responsibility to change society.”79  Conservative Christians, driven by 
their ideologies of chosen nation and divine purpose, have become engaged actively in all 
levels of politics.  Political activism, which has increased in strength and continued 
through the present, has its roots in the 1970s when Jerry Falwell and the Moral Majority 
initiated their rally to “Take Back America” for God.  Motivated by what was perceived 
as a continuing disregard for godly ethics and a holy vocation to change the direction of 
American society, conservative Christians mounted a campaign based on the platform of 
creationism, traditional marriage, and anti-abortion.80  This campaign eventually became 
known as the “culture wars” with conservative Christians framing their struggle against 
what they perceived to be godless values.  This movement was a coalescing of a Christian 
Fundamentalism that was based from “revivalist-styled” social organizing based from 
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two premises – “that God’s truth was a single unified order and that all persons of 
common sense were capable of knowing that truth.”81  Falwell and his followers found 
success in national politics by supporting and campaigning for Ronald Reagan; but were 
soon disillusioned when Reagan’s policies and actions did not meet their standards.  
Again Michelle Goldberg discovered the sincere involvement coupled with 
disillusionment with the United States: “Christian nationalists worship a nostalgic vision 
of America, but they despise the country that actually exists – its looseness, its 
decadence, its maddening lack of absolutes.”82   
Falwell’s mission to rally conservative Christians into local and national politics 
has continued to this day gaining momentum along the way.  Conservative Christians 
continue to strive to shape the culture, through political processes, into an idealized 
Christian nation.  For instance, The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life found a five-
fold increase of religious lobbying groups in Washington, D.C. in 2010 as compared to 
1970.83  Many of the highest spending advocacy groups were Christian organizations 
lobbying for cultural values: The National Right to Life organization lobbies against 
abortion, the Family Research Council “equip(s) churches to transform the culture,” and 
the Home School Legal Defense Fund fights for the right of Christians to educate 
children within the home.84  These three organizations alone spend roughly $47 million 
per year.85   
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Because of Christian political activism, candidates repeatedly have to openly state 
their stances on issues of abortion and civil unions in American politics.  Contemporary 
national debates have required questions pertaining to cultural values.  For instance, when 
President Barack Obama (then the Democratic nominee for President) and Republican 
nominee John McCain held a debate at a conservative Christian megachurch, the two 
candidates were asked their stance on abortion and civil unions.  The important aspects of 
this event are three-fold: (1) the debate was held at a Christian megachurch 
demonstrating the power of megachurches in American society, (2) Rick Warren, the 
pastor of the church, was the moderator, symbolizing the significance of the Christian 
pastor in America, and (3) the issues that took center stage hinged on the culture war 
issues of abortion and civil unions.  Conservative Christians have placed a strong 
importance on political action and the Obama/McCain debate is proof of their diligent 
work and success.   
The theological and political elements of Christian patriotism in the United States 
provide an impetus for Christian action in society.  This action is driven by biblical 
interpretations combined with mythologized American beginnings to provide a national 
ideal towards which to strive.  This ideal leads Christians to actively participate in the 
political system to create change within the American society.  And the reality is that 
conservative Christians have achieved success in establishing the preeminence of a few 
cultural values in elections.  Mark Lewis Taylor submitted, “The Christian right is better 
understood as a powerful romanticist movement in the revolutionary mode that has new 
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powers in federal government and has created well-funded structures that affect federal 
policy.”86   
But with all the successes in shaping the American culture, the pastor of the 
second service articulated his fear that, “the culture is affecting the church, and inside the 
church we are reflecting the [non-Christian] culture.”  Although his statement was not 
regarding a glorification of war and violence or a whole-hearted allegiance to American 
military endeavors, he was correct – the American glamorization of combat forces and 
warfare had infiltrated the conservative Christian ethos.  But none encapsulated the idea 
of a militant, nationalistic church service more than the third megachurch I attended: 
The third megachurch had publicized their service as a “patriotic service” 
or a tribute service to those that serve, or have served, in the armed forces.  
Visually the church had taken great efforts inside to convey a patriotic 
message.  Four large (roughly 10-feet wide by six-feet tall) American flags 
hung in the church foyer.   I was quickly handed a bulletin imprinted with 
a modified logo of the church in red, white, and blue.  There were three 
large, high-definition video screens positioned in the front of the main 
auditorium.  The middle screen displayed an American flag while the 
other two displayed a countdown video. “The service will start in 2:00 
minutes” was written in a font similar to that used in the Declaration of 
Independence.  The background of the countdown timer was a simple 
video panning across the famous painting of the signing of the Declaration 
of Independence.  A large choir and orchestra filled the stage area with all  
members wearing either red, white, or blue shirts providing continuity 
with the high-definition projected images.   
 
Several members of the church welcomed my wife and I to the service.  
We chose to sit in the balcony area, and I noticed that the lower level of 
the auditorium was almost completely filled.  Several people wore polo 
shirts that were fully decorated with American stars and stripes.  A few 
older veterans were scattered throughout the auditorium proudly wearing 
their military dress uniforms replete with ribbons and insignia.  Everyone 
seemed enthusiastic in anticipation for the day’s service, and many people 
exchanged handshakes or hugs in greeting one another.   
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As the service began, the head pastor walked to the front and gave 
everyone directions on how to properly pledge their allegiance to the 
American flag.  He asked everyone to stand up, place their right hand over 
their heart, and repeat the pledge in unison.  Everyone complied.  He 
quipped that the proper method of pledging one’s allegiance is not being 
taught any more in America. His words assume that there was a time 
when, indeed, Americans were taught proper loyalty to the American way 
of life.   
 
After the congregation finished reciting the pledge, a quick video showed 
how missionaries sent out by this particular church were converting people 
to Christianity.  The high-production video interviewed recent converts in 
Africa assuring the congregation of the successes that were occurring 
across the globe.  I did not realize it until later, but this video would be 
important for the rest of the service and was strategically placed at the 
beginning.  After the video ended, the head pastor again walked up to the 
stage to give short remarks regarding the video.  He stated that the church 
supports wonderful missionaries who are working diligently in service for 
the Lord.  But then he reminded the church that the missionaries could not 
do their work unless the United States military had already removed the 
ungodly dictators and established freedom in those countries.  In essence, 
the pastor suggested that military operations are the first line of 
missionaries preparing a path for the religious missionaries to follow.  But, 
he also implied the reverse as well:  the military is simply preceding the 
work of a religious army.  Several “amens” could be heard across the 
congregation as a way of acknowledging agreement with the statement. 
 
The choir and orchestra started up again, this time with a reverberating 
rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner.”  As this song finished, a salute 
to each individual branch of the armed forces began.  Instructions were 
given that any former or present member of the armed forces in attendance 
should stand for recognition when their branch’s theme song was played.  
When the orchestra and choir began, high-definition photos of war 
operations appeared on the projector screen.  As veterans and current 
military personnel stood across the auditorium, photographs of soldiers 
firing semi-automatic weapons, sailors firing naval artillery, and fighter 
planes taking off flashed on the screen.  Emotions ran high as several 
attendees applauded through the entire production.  However, the 
recognition portion of the service included more than military personnel; 
local firefighters, police officers and even EMTs were recognized as well. 
The pastor followed the lofty recognition with a prayer for all those who 
had been recognized, as well as all who currently are serving at home and 
abroad.  “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” was played for the 
congregation followed by a reading of John 15:13 : “No greater love has 
no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (New 
International Version). 
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The sermon for the day was entitled “Life is Blessed, When You’re a 
Good Soldier for Christ.”  Inside the morning bulletin that had been 
disseminated to each attendee was a sermon outline.  The points for the 
message were: A Good Soldier for Christ is remembered for work of faith, 
is remembered for labor of love, is remembered for steadfastness of hope 
in the Lord Jesus Christ, and Good Soldiers in Christ are examples to 
follow.   
 
During the message, the pastor made the distinction between American 
wars and all other wars.  The distinction was “all American wars are wars 
of freedom,” while “all other wars are wars of tyranny.”  He proudly 
proclaimed that Southern Baptists have provided more chaplains to the 
military than any other denomination.  Then the pastor referred to non-
Christians as “traitors” and as those “who have committed treason against 
God.” Finally, the service ended with the pastor admonishing the 
congregation to pray for the nation to have a “renewed passion for the 
things of God.” 
 
The presence of American symbolism filling the auditorium, the singing of 
nationalistic hymns, and the repeated statements regarding America as a Christian 
country and the military as the first line of missionaries all created a hyper-religious 
patriotic atmosphere.  The overwhelming support for American military operations 
nurtured American patriotism within the attendees.  In essence, the American story is a 
Christian story.  More specifically, the American story is a continuation of the biblical 
stories.  And all other nations are in tyrannical opposition to the American story.  
Additionally, American soldiers are Christian soldiers because they are perceived as 
playing a role in divine mandate.  But also the inverse is true as well.  Christian soldiers, 
the devotees in the pews every Sunday, are considered American soldiers who are 
likewise playing a role of combat trooper securing the home front for the divine mandate.   
The elements of a wrathful, blood-thirsty God from specific Old Testament 
narratives, the task of restoring a mythical Christian America, and the elevation of the 
military as the front line of missionaries for a warrior-like deity provide a typology that 
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“conservative evangelicals … [have] assumed the role of church militant.”87  The church 
militant position has granted many conservative Christians the freedom to support all 
American war efforts.  In fact, war efforts are perceived directly as Christian efforts.  And 
the uniting of American military efforts with Christian efforts, in effect, categorizes any 
critique of American military efforts as unpatriotic and unChristian.  Or as one research 
concluded, “Any enemy is totally wrong, bereft of goodness, because of their ontological 
preordained negative status and because they dare to challenge the God-given power of 
the United States.”88  Indeed, many non-church goers might be astounded at the level of 
patriotism displayed in these churches that hot, July Sunday morning, but the nationalistic 
tendencies are not unique to conservative Christian churches.   
Ronald Bainton’s aforementioned historical survey provided an exhaustive survey 
of the dynamic nature of Christian attitudes toward war and violence.  In his work, he 
highlighted a new response to war during the medieval ages – the crusade.  He proposed 
that the crusade was “a war conducted under the auspices of the Church for a holy cause 
– the cause of peace.”89   There are many similarities of my proposed church militant 
typology to the idea of crusade.  For instance, both typologies find legitimacy within the 
Hebrew scriptures and are sanctioned as wars of faith.  However, there are nuanced 
differences between the two typologies as well.  Bainton’s work, originally published in 
1960, suggested the crusading attitude of Christians had dissolved once and for all being 
replaced by the just-war theory. Obviously, this research proposes that a certain segment 
of Christians have adopted a crusade like typology in a contemporary context.  But I posit 
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that the main differentiating aspect is the level of agential free participation of the 
devotee. In the medieval period, many crusading Christians were under an authoritarian 
rule that coerced many military participants with religious and political pressures.90  Yet, 
in the United States, a land of democratic agential freedom, many current devotees 
willingly participate and volunteer in the support of American military endeavors.  The 
whole-hearted embracement of American violence and militarism by some conservative 
Christians has moved beyond state or church sanctioned warfare to an individual 
assuredness regarding warfare and violence as a divine utility. 
 Yet, the church militant position is not just individual or ideological.  Rather, the 
militaristic position adopted by the contemporary, conservative church permeates the 
institutional life of the church and the members.  Megachurches offer a variety of 
programs for all ages, multiple worship services on Sunday and throughout the week, and 
social support services to their members.  Every member is encouraged to participate in 
as many of the programs as possible to strengthen their spiritual and temporal lives.  In 
the next section of the work, I will demonstrate that the weekly rituals of the militant 
church indirectly reify the theological and political positions posited thus far.   
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Ritual Practice of War Legitimation 
 
“Ritual is necessary for us to know anything.” – Ken Kesey91 
Religious concepts, hermeneutical practices, and positions regarding war, the 
military, and violence are not simply abstract notions for religious institutions and 
devotees, but rather are fused with religious performances and rituals.  Ritual 
performances serve several functions.  For instance, ritual activities work in correlation to 
repeatedly affirm religious and cultural beliefs.  Emile Durkheim proposed that rituals 
serve to strengthen social cohesion in religious communities.92  Further, he suggested that 
all religious beliefs and ritual activities stem from the sacralizing of events, ideas, objects, 
and persons.  In turn, ritual performances serve the social functions of reinforcing the 
collective norms, alienating deviating practices, and conditioning behaviors.  Thus, 
according to Durkheim, rituals are the outcome of ideas and positions, which exist 
conceptually.   
Also, rituals assist devotees in the process of making sense of religious beliefs and 
present social circumstances.  In essence, rituals serve to merge the imagined religious 
reality and temporal reality.  Clifford Geertz most clearly articulated this position: “In a 
ritual, the world as lived and the world as imagined, fused under the agency of a single 
set of symbolic forms, turn out to be the same world, producing thus that idiosyncratic 
transformation in one’s sense of reality.”93 By performing sacrificial offerings or 
collective singing for instance, devotees solidify their religious convictions with daily, 
mundane events.  Consequently, the ritual action itself is potentially less important than 
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the meaning of the performance.  Again, Geertz: “The dispositions which religious rituals 
induce thus have their most important impact…outside the boundaries of the ritual itself 
as they reflect back to color the individual’s conception of the established world of bare 
fact.”94  More importantly then the ritual provides a meaning based from a ritual 
“factuality,” which develops an assuredness in the lives of religious devotees. 
Yet, another function of ritual activities is the creation of agential space and 
opportunities for religious devotees to independently act.  Because ritual activity is 
dynamic, ritual actors constantly reshape and reimagine their ritual performances.95  This 
idea, that ritual performance is agential, credits devotees, not as powerless, but as 
effective practitioners with the ability to shape religious institutions and cultural forms.  
In fact, devotees utilize religious rituals to resist authorities and enhance social 
positions.96 In sum, “the more or less practical organization of ritual activities neither acts 
upon nor reflects the social system; rather, these loosely coordinated activities are 
constantly differentiating and integrating, establishing and subverting the field of social 
relations.”97  As an example specific to this research, Arthur Remillard has demonstrated 
that white Christians utilized prayer as a means of political agential opportunity during 
Southern Reconstruction.98  
Although there are general agreements regarding the multi-functionality of rituals, 
there has been less interpretative research conducted on the rituals of conservative 
Christians vis-à-vis specific cultural meanings.  This may be due to the diversity of 
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Christian rituals especially in the American context.  As one scans the spectrum of 
Christian practices in denominations ranging from Pentecostal to Presbyterian, or from 
Lutheran to Seven-Day Adventists, making determinative interpretations would prove to 
be challenging at best.  However, there are ritual practices that most Christian churches 
incorporate into their institutional processes.  The three common ritual practices that are 
highlighted in the following sections are rituals of song and symbols, religious liturgy, 
and social support mechanisms. 
 
I Sing to Thee: Warrior Songs and Symbols 
 Christian hymns and songs are as old as the Christian tradition. In fact, one 
scholar has suggested, “the Christian church was born in song.”99 Both the gospels of 
Luke and Matthew embedded hymns within their texts, Paul included a short hymn in his 
letter to the Philippians, and John’s Revelation incorporated heavenly choruses uniting in 
praise.100  The Acts of the Apostles recorded examples of the earliest Christians singing 
songs during worship gatherings, as well as during times of imprisonment.101 And in his 
letter to the Ephesians and Colossians, the Apostle Paul admonished his listeners to 
“Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in 
your heart to the Lord.”102 
 Christians have continued the ritual practice of singing within the American 
context even developing distinctive styles of music composition. Early in American 
history, many of the mainline Protestant churches continued to utilize classical European 
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songs. But the 1770s saw a proliferation of singing schools developed with the intent to 
instruct parishioners regarding the complexities of congregational hymns.  These schools 
substantially changed, not only the stylistic elements of Christian music, but also altered 
ritual culture in Congregational churches.103  With the eventual influence of established 
religious freedoms, African slaves, revival periods, and the Charismatic movement, new 
musical creativity and blendings arose within the United States.  And the songs, like 
religious rituals in general, served multifunctional purposes.  Historically, “hymns 
have…served as educational media for children, aids to prayer for adults, homiletic 
devices for preachers, and literary material for poets and novelists.”104  Ritual communal 
singing within Christianity reveals doctrinal beliefs, pedagogically important material, 
and religious desires of the devotees.   
One of the common practices in Christian hymnology, and in the American 
context in particular, has been the lyrical merging of religious faith with patriotic fervor.  
Obvious examples include “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” “America,” and “God Bless 
America.”  These examples incorporate overt blending of religious ideas and patriotism, 
namely, that the United States maintains providential assistance and endorsement. 
Indeed, all of these songs were present in the church service mentioned previously.  One 
of the respondents for this project, Rita, is a committed Christian and also a dedicated 
choir member at one of the church services highlighted before. When asked her opinions 
of the church’s recognition of military personnel while the choir sang the different 
military branches’ official tunes, she stated:  
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I think watching the different people stand up when their branch of the 
military was named and seeing the pride on their face, and knowing the 
sacrifice that they had made in going to fight for our country, it was very 
meaningful for me.  I have a lot of respect for people who would go and 
serve and put their own life aside for however many years they served.  
They were very brave and it was very touching to know that they did that 
at some point in their lives. 
 
For Rita, the church service was the proper space to recognize those military personnel, 
past and present, who have sacrificed. As common as patriotic hymns are in American 
churches, a different kind of lyrical composition during the weekly services reified 
masculine, strong, and imperial notions for the church congregants.   
And today, Christian music stylistically has incorporated most genres of popular 
music.  Christians have a smorgasbord of musical options including, but not limited to, 
southern gospel, black gospel, hip-hop, rap, punk, and alternative.  In fact, the Christian 
music industry has become a billion dollar market.105  This industry supplies Christians 
and Christian institutions a range of religious resources.  Yet another consequence of an 
active Christian music industry is less noticed.  The observed churches are autonomous as 
it relates to its Sunday services and programming; however, because of the Christian 
music industry’s successful ability to market and distribute music, all the churches, in 
effect, are drawing upon the same resources.  This has created a subtle uniformity across 
denominational lines in the conservative Christian world.   And no music has gained 
popularity for Sunday worship services at megachurches like contemporary praise music.  
These musical songs, usually led by a praise or worship team, are much like collective, 
lyrical prayers incorporating doctrinal statements, religiously subjective desires, and faith 
objectives.  As one ethnographer of conservative Protestantism noted, “hymns aren’t so 
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much individual prayers as collective assertions in which the congregation stands up as a 
group to affirm to each other that they are there.”106  For example, one of the most 
popular praise songs across the United States is “Open the Eyes of My Heart.”  The lyrics 
of this song, which include a simple verse and chorus that is repeated, serve as a good 
illustration of praise music utilized in conservative Christian churches across the United 
States: 
Open the eyes of my heart, Lord 
Open the eyes of my heart 
I want to see You 
I want to see You 
 
To see You high and lifted up 
Shining in the light of Your glory 
Pour out Your power and love 
As we sing holy, holy, holy107 
 
Notice that the song is in direct communication with the deity and the usage of “I” allows 
for an intimate “conversation” to occur.  The song opens with a religiously subjective 
desire (sang communally) requesting the deity to allow the devotee a glimpse of the 
divine (whether physically or spiritually is questionable) and for the deity to distribute 
otherworldly power and love.  Simultaneously, the song pays homage by incorporating 
the scriptural phrase “holy, holy, holy” noting that the deity is separate, heavenly, and 
supernatural.108   
In addition, doctrinally contemporary praise songs reveal much about a perceived 
deity as an ultimate power source for Christians today.  The notion of the divine as an 
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ultimate power resource leads to a glorification of strength, an elevation of the act of 
protection, and a focus on the ability to search and rescue.  One of the most popular 
singer-songwriters within the contemporary Christian music scene is Chris Tomlin.109  
Tomlin’s songs were repeatedly selected as the congregational melodies in many of the 
service that were attended for this research, and are exemplar of the lyrical composition 
of praise music selected in the megachurches.  These particular songs have common, 
reoccurring themes.  First, Tomlin’s lyrics highlight the divine eminence and strength of 
the deity.  Here are two popular examples: 
Our God is greater, our God is stronger 
God You are higher than any other 
Our God is Healer, awesome and power 
Our God, Our God...110 
 
How great is our God, sing with me 
How great is our God and all will see 
How great, how great is our God111 
 
Both of these choruses emphatically state the belief that the Christian deity is supreme 
above all humans, but also all other deities.  These attributes are to be glorified in an 
otherworldly sense, but the strong, powerful deity has the potential to intervene in this 
world by offering strength and militaristic assistance to devotees in this world.  Again, 
Tomlin’s songs exemplify this notion: 
Strength will rise as we wait upon the Lord 
As we wait upon the Lord 
As we wait upon the Lord112 
 
And:  
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You crush the enemy 
Underneath my feet 
You are my Sword and Shield 
Though trouble lingers still 
Whom shall I fear? 
 
I know Who goes before me 
I know Who stands behind  
The God of angel armies 
Is always on my side 
The One who resigns forever 
He is a Friend of mine 
The God of angel armies 
Is always by my side113 
 
The songs, more than just praise to a supreme being, assure the devotee of a resource of 
providential power and military aid.  The second song, “Whom Shall I Fear (God of 
Angel Armies),” is based on Psalm 18, which extols God for “train[ing] my hands for 
battle,” being rescued from powerful foes, and crushing one’s enemies until they can no 
longer retaliate.114  Several more examples could be offered here including, “Lord, Strong 
and Mighty,” “Great in Power,” and “God of this City.”  Even songs of divine love utilize 
violent images of expression.  Take, for instance, the popular song, “How He [God] 
Loves:” 
He is jealous for me,  
Loves like a hurricane, I am a tree,  
Bending beneath the weight of his wind and mercy. 
When all of a sudden,  
I am unaware of these afflictions eclipsed by glory,  
And I realize just how beautiful You are,  
And how great Your affections are for me.115 
 
Indeed, even God’s love is conveyed as masculine, overwhelmingly forceful, and 
powerfully imposing.   
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As the songs reveal much about the perceived characteristics of God, the lyrics 
also expose the perceptions of the devotee.  Or to pose the statement in a question, why 
do conservative Christians continuously choose to concentrate on the powerful, 
militaristic, and often violent characteristics of the divine? Goldberg has provided one 
reason:  
The refrain that Christians are under siege creates a sense of perpetual 
crisis among the movement’s grass roots…[Christians] who say they long 
for empathy and understanding to replace the harsh divisiveness in 
America – worry that one day in the future, the American government 
might start rounding up Christians and executing them.116   
 
Likewise, Rita, mentioned previously, expressed her perception that her freedom to 
exercise her faith is limited by the United States government: “At the end of the chapter 
of Matthew, we are supposed to go out to other countries, expose the Word to them and 
baptize them, go to all different nations. Yet, I feel like we can’t step on anyone’s toes 
here in our country.”  During the interview, the tension in Rita’s voice was palatable.  
She admitted that she has been and continues to be sheltered from most non-Christians 
and feels that the United States is in danger of becoming unpleasing to the God she 
serves.   
However, I would suggest that the embracing of an imperialistic stance, based on 
divine, militaristic assurance, is so subversive and subtle, that most Christians are 
unaware of the continual references within their worship services. When asked about the 
recurrent references to battling and fighting within the worship services, Rita was a bit 
confused and asked me to provide her examples.  Per her request, I supplied her with 
sermon excerpts and song lyrics.  Immediately, she became defensive and attempted to 
justify the use of militaristic imagery, “I don’t even know if Jesus said anything about 
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war and patriotism… [War] is talked about a lot in the Old Testament. It seems like there 
always was a war going on. There are several different stories about different biblical 
characters that were involved in war and God had provision on their life.” The 
significance of the Bible will be explored later within this research, but for now, the 
significance of the first portion of the statement serves to support the notion that 
conservative Christians have given little attention to analyzing their own religious 
resources vis-à-vis war and militarism.  Moreover, during many of the interviews for this 
research, it was obvious that most Christians pay little attention to the militaristic 
metaphors and songs utilized in their worship services.   
Numerous scholars have posited that globally, often within minority or oppressed 
populations, music has provided agential space for political expression.117  The 
compositions of songs, seemingly more subversive than outright political defiance or 
promotion, have been a cultural resource for religious communities.  In essence, “the 
performance of sacred songs plainly has the capacity to transform individuals and 
communities.”118  Many times, this transformation is religious and political.  Because 
conservative Christians perceive themselves as an oppressed minority, communal singing 
provides a space for social activism.  The warrior songs served to invigorate the 
congregations by stimulating religious and political fervor while simultaneously reifying 
shared political and theological agendas.   
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In addition, the interview process indicated that the Bible and Christian 
symbology serve a function of protection, especially for Christians who have served in 
the military.  Mark Noll described the conservative Christian understanding of protection: 
“Evangelicals might have been losing their once-dominant role in American society, but 
because they studied their Bible, they knew where history was headed; because they ‘laid 
their all on the altar of sacrifice,’ they were protected from tumults of the day.”119  The 
idea of providential protection and strength is overtly communicated within the ritualistic 
songs; but ideas of protective functions are also projected upon ancient Christian 
symbology.   
“They just wanted to kill something,” Chris told me about the other members of 
his unit as we sat on a comfortable couch in his church’s youth room. The room was 
quiet, and Chris held his small terrier in his lap as he recalled his experiences in the first 
Persian Gulf War in 1991. Now close to 60 years old, Chris had no problems relaying 
several stories, and he was a great storyteller. He continued: 
We had these guys and they had their flak jackets on. And we had an artist 
in the group and he’d paint “One Shot, One Kill.” They just wanted to kill 
something. 
So we come into this town and this ol’ dog was chewing on this dead Iraqi 
body. I mean that wasn’t funny, but . . . we just stopped there and the 
commander said, “That’s not right. Somebody shoot that dog.” I bet eighty 
people opened up with M16s and there was nothing left of that dog. I 
mean there were pieces of that dog just flying everywhere. He [the 
commander] finally got them to stop [shooting] and he said, “My fault. 
Next time, we’ll have a sharpshooter do this.” 
 
Chris laughed hysterically as he remembered this story. 
The first Persian Gulf War, also known as Operation Desert Storm, symbolically 
lasted a total of 100 hours. In 1990, Iraqi troops moved into Kuwait when a conflict arose 
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over oil production. The United Nations attempted a diplomatic resolution to solve the 
conflict. When this resolution failed, economic sanctions soon followed. However, Iraq 
refused to withdraw its troops from Kuwait by the officially mandated deadline of 
January 15, 1991, so the United States assembled a coalition of thirty-four countries to 
start air campaigns on January 17. Iraq quickly found that they were no match for the 
American-assembled convoy. In a little over a month, all Iraqi forces had been expelled 
from Kuwait. 
When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, Chris was one day away from retirement. He 
had registered for the National Guard on December 4, 1970, when he was 20 years old. 
Having served almost exactly twenty years in the military, on December 3, 1990, he was 
told that all military retirements had been halted and he was going to be deployed to Iraq. 
So at age 40, Chris found himself in Iraq and in charge of seventy soldiers, a compilation 
of three units, who were attempting to catch the lead convoy of Iraqi attackers. But his 
unit would never catch up to any actual fighting. As Chris explained, “We hauled 
ammunition across the desert and never saw anything.” 
At the very end of the interview, I asked Chris whether there was anything else 
that he could recall that he thought would be beneficial for me to know about his 
experience. Again, he mentioned the artist in his group, but this time his reflection was 
serious: 
I wish you could see some of the Easter pictures that I have. I still have 
some [of the pictures]. This artist in our company could paint anything. 
[The soldiers] had built this berm around the back and they filled sandbags 
and made seats out of them for Easter sunrise service. They built three 
crosses and put them up. Then he [the artist] painted rocks with our unit 
crest on it. It’s beautiful. There were some guys who got some really good 
shot [pictures] of the sunrise coming up over that berm with the crosses 
right there. We had such a good chaplain over there [in Iraq]. 
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In response to his mention of the crosses that were built, I pressed Chris to further explain 
what the crosses and paintings meant to him. He stated, “It was like God was sitting there 
beside of me with his arm around me saying, ‘Chris, it’s going to be alright. I’m going to 
take care of you.’ From that night on, I wasn’t scared.” In essence, the crosses, the 
painting, and the sunrise provided a divine assurance that safety and protection were 
being provided. The connection between the three crosses and the company insignia was 
obvious to Chris: It symbolized divine purpose and protection. It is also interesting to 
note that Chris referred to the pictures that he had kept. The very act of storing the photos 
of the Easter morning in Iraq demonstrates the continued value he attributed to the 
photos. Finally, at the end of the story, it is the chaplain, the religious figure of the story, 
who is given credit for the construction of the symbolic Easter site. 
Like Chris, other soldiers described objects that they considered sacred from 
which they derived guidance and strength. Some talked about a cross necklace or a 
religious tattoo that kept them focused and calm during their war deployment. Others 
referred to a church bulletin that they had received in the mail. Each of these bulletins 
included a list of all their home church activities as well as a prayer listing that included 
the soldiers’ names. Two of the soldiers stated that they held onto those bulletins because 
it was proof that people were praying for them back home.    
Even Jackson, a self-described atheist, had an interesting story about a religious 
object that had been sent to him through the mail: 
I got prayed for a lot by my friend. One of my best friends from scouts, he 
actually sent me a Bible. I did read a couple of the passages that he 
underlined for me. It was comforting. I don’t have strong beliefs, but it did 
help—the fact that he did that for me. I mean, he bought that Bible for me 
and wrote in it. 
  
 58
 
For this atheist, the gift of a religious object during war deployment, in this case a Bible, 
provided comfort. I continued to question Jackson about the Bible verses. He stated that 
he could not remember any of the verses that were underlined but assured me that he 
would bring me the Bible for my inspection. He clarified that it was not necessarily the 
Bible itself that he so valued, but rather its association with someone back home who was 
thinking about him. He also noted that the friend who sent him the Bible was currently a 
traveling evangelist. 
It is interesting to note that in the case of the constructed Easter scene and the gift 
Bible, the items were given by a chaplain or evangelist, the items provided solace, and all 
of the items were maintained. The items themselves became a source of spiritual support, 
which offered immense comfort in a highly stressful experience. And just as each object 
communicated to the soldiers that they were highly valued by their loved ones and by a 
divine being, the objects became a symbol of that value and gained immeasurable worth. 
Additionally, the gifts of divine association were offered personally versus institutionally, 
which contributed to the impact of the symbol. 
In addition to associating certain symbols with the divine, the Christian soldiers 
employed a rhetoric that was closely associated with scripture. All the Christian soldiers 
used words such as service, mission, and calling throughout the interview process. In 
fact, sometimes it was difficult to discern whether the soldiers were speaking of their 
religious journey or their war experiences. 
Sociologist E. L. Idler conducted a study concerning the correlation of well-being 
and religious involvement of an elderly population. She discovered the same emphasis on 
religious symbols by her respondents that I found in interviewing the Christian soldiers. 
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Idler described religious symbols as “a unique system of symbols . . . a consistent body of 
knowledge and a set of meanings that allow individuals to make sense of and cope with 
their experience.”120 Or as Clifford Geertz proposed, the symbols “stored” meaning.121   
Anthropologist Justin McDaniel noted a strong emphasis on protective amulets 
for a distinctly different religious group: Thai Buddhists. McDaniel suggested that the 
amulets are more than just protective: 
Amulets create communities and texts. The wonderings, reflections, and 
visualizations that take place while looking at an image . . . generate 
questions that can be posed to texts or help individuals develop new 
beliefs. The conversations that take place over the trading of amulets can 
be seen as emerging doctrine.122 
 
Although McDaniel’s work was conducted in a different context than this research, his 
insight into the emerging doctrines and creation of communities by way of amulets seems 
applicable to the soldiers as well. For the Christians whom I interviewed, the symbols 
given by their spiritual leaders were transferred from a familiar space (home) to an 
unfamiliar space (a war zone), resulting in a magnification in importance and value that 
continues to this day. The objects supplied by religious associates provided comfort, 
served as coping mechanisms, and created communal identities. 
 Many scholars have suggested that modern Protestantism is a direct result of 
rational Enlightenment.  Because of the Enlightenment influences, these scholars have 
proposed that Protestants have demystified the Christian faith tradition (e.g., rituals like 
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communion).123  However, the evidence of this research suggests that conservative 
Christians, especially those of the church militant typology, have reapplied mystical 
meanings to their ritual elements.  The rituals of communal songs and symbols have 
moved beyond ideas of metaphorical soteriological assurance, to a realm of temporal 
protection and providential aid.  Many would counter this argument by stating that these 
songs and symbols are simply metaphorical – figuratively speaking of a spiritual 
protection and battle.  To an extent, I would concur.  At one level, the songs and symbols 
are metaphorical.  But, the Christians that were interviewed perceived the symbols and 
songs not simply as analogous to a spiritual faith, but also to a combative way of being in 
this world.  As a matter of fact, the symbols and songs provided a transcendent 
empowerment to battle in a perceived domestic war (culture war), foreign wars (United 
States military endeavors), and a spiritual warfare.  This is not simply found with the 
religious resources of songs and symbols.  As these Christians praised a deity of 
masculine, powerful, and heroic characteristics, they also sought out narratives within 
their scriptural resources to mimic.   
 
Arming For Battle: A Liturgy for Warrior Saints 
Ted is in his early sixties and a soft-spoken gentleman who is a long time member 
of one of the megachurches.  He worked as a contractor until the housing market 
collapsed, at which point he retired.  Ted proudly told me that very recently he had been 
asked to consider becoming a deacon at his church.   He is equally proud of his three 
children whom he has “raised in the Lord.”  He explained that his children all married 
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Christians and are living lives pleasing to God.  As Ted sat down for our interview, I 
noticed that he had brought a book with him entitled The Peacemaker.  He explained to 
me that the book was for a Bible study, which he participating in at his church.  Also, Ted 
informed me that he has never served in the military but did participate in the ROTC 
when he was in college.   
 In many respects, Ted held identical positions of the church militant typology set 
forth in this research.  For instance, he explained his belief that the United States’ 
religious landscape is no longer majority Christian and that the country is in a process of 
failing morally: 
Minds pure and clean no longer seem to be a concern to our nation.  The 
direction to lead your life in a godly way is no longer what our nation 
stands for, what our nation supports.  I saw a statistic across the United 
States, the number of Christians that are now worshipping in our churches 
is a very small percent. I was thinking that it’s in the twenty percentile. 
 
When asked what religious tradition was the largest in the United States, he immediately 
identified Buddhism, but retracted his answer because he felt that it was incorrect. Also, 
he believed that America was founded as a Christian nation in trouble of loosing its favor 
with God:  
I think that God loved [America] enough to make us a successful nation 
because in the beginning it was about [God].  [Americans] are still under 
his mercy because of that covenant that we had with him.  But [God is] 
getting tired of this. We are probably getting ready to be a whole lot less 
than we’ve been; definitely not the supreme power as far as nations of the 
earth. 
 
Repeatedly, Ted warned that God’s wrath would be poured out on the non-Christians 
living in America for destroying God’s providential plans.  He even went so far as to 
blatantly suggest that the United States was in a covenant with the divine.  Ted stated, 
“We are under a covenant, but only if we are a Christian nation.  The only thing that has 
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helped [America] be what we are, is God.”  Because of the covenant, he absolved the 
United States of any moral failures as it pertains to warfare.  In speaking of the current 
U.S. war efforts, he expressed the following: 
This war that we are in the midst of, I think [this war] has to do with our 
interests, the interests of peace.  Because [the United States] doesn’t 
dominate a country after we’ve won the battles. We try to get it in a state 
where it can run itself.  We want them to have some kind of organization 
where they are not imprisoning people, making slaves of people, not 
[conducting] ethnic cleansing.  These are things that we should stand up 
for. 
 
Additionally, he made the connections between the military and Christian ideals: 
I believe that there’s a very close relationship between patriotism, 
government, religious freedom, and Christianity.  I believe that we 
couldn’t have our religious freedoms, again without the sacrifice that so 
many have given.  In fact, World War II was fought for religious freedom.  
We were fighting someone who wanted to rule the world.  And he was 
diabolical enough to get it done. 
 
He continued, “Our country was based on religious freedom.  As far as being a patriot, 
that’s the only thing that has kept us in a position where we can have religious freedom: 
is men fighting and dying for what they believe.”   
And last, Ted emphatically believed in war as a divinely inspired mechanism, and 
also a responsibility of Christians.  As a matter of fact, because of Ted’s values and 
perspectives, he is quite exemplary of most the interviewees.  “[God] wants us to be 
strong and powerful and as strong as we can be,” he explained, and: 
But [God] also has put us in a position where we are to believe the things 
that the Bible says and hold them near and dear to our heart.  And if we 
are up against a nation that doesn’t believe in those ethics, then you have 
to stand up for what you think is right...you have to defend yourself and 
others who can’t defend themselves.  I think God wants us to do that and 
expects us to do that as Christian people.   
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Throughout the interview, Ted continuously referred to the Bible as the supreme 
authority in his actions, thoughts, and perceptions.  But, also suggested that the Bible 
should be the ultimate authority for others as well.  Throughout all the interviews, 
statements were common like, “Since my Bible says it, it is fact,” “from what the Bible 
says,” “I have gleaned that from the Bible,” or as Ted told me near the start of our 
interview, “I try to pattern my life along the rules and regulations I found in the Bible.  I 
believe that if you follow the teachings and the Word, then everything else falls in place 
by itself.” 
The unique relational hermeneutics that Christians employ when reading the Bible 
has been examined elsewhere.124 Since the rise of Christian political engagement in the 
1980’s, academic inquiries have investigated the interpretative methods utilized by 
conservative Christians when they read their sacred texts.125 However, respondents in this 
research rarely discussed specific interpretative techniques, but rather focused on sacred 
text as a teleological and epistemological tool.  Brian Malley, who conducted an 
ethnographic study analyzing Biblicism in conservative, Christian churches, stated that 
for Christians, the Bible has achieved “a certain timelessness, a kind of superhistorical 
status, such that [Christians] continue to read, recite, and expound as part of social life. 
Such texts are ‘living and active.’”126 Susan Friend Harding noted specifically that 
evangelicals and fundamentalists utilize the stories of the Old Testament to justify their 
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actions.127 One of the main arguments of Harding’s work is the idea that conservative 
Christians are continually struggling to self-identify to those whom they perceive as 
outsiders. Harding posited that Christians continually reinterpret their motives, history, 
and plans during their lives by associating with biblical stories and characters. James 
Bielo summarized this thought succinctly: 
Evangelicals assert an extremely close relationship between text and 
action. In other words, their logics for decision making—from everyday 
ethics to political voting, financial giving, and volunteering—are figured 
in biblical terms. . . . Evangelicals’ use of scripture to guide action is not 
completely uniform and typically takes shape in ad hoc and selective 
ways. Still, much of what Evangelicals do is presented and justified with 
explicit references to scripture. 
 
But specifically, most of the interviewees, both civilian and military, embedded their 
daily experiences in an Old Testament story or through a specific biblical figure without 
being expressly prompted for the reference. In essence, emphasizing particular stories 
created a relational, liturgical resource for the respondents to utilize in determining life 
decisions and justifying their actions. 
The Old Testament stories that were referenced are a vital part of the pedagogical 
curriculum utilized by conservative Christians.  These stories are relayed to the children 
of Christian devotees at Sunday schools, at summer camps, and in other children’s 
educational programs. Most of the Christians whom I interviewed had attended churches 
from a young age and were active in their church’s educational programs. In fact, Bible 
studies or weekly Sunday Schools are a very important form of institutional programming 
provided by churches. It is estimated that over 30 million Protestants in the United States 
attend small group studies every week, and “Bible study contends strongly for being the 
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most consequential form of religious practice to the ever-evolving contours of American 
Evangelicalism.”128  
 Specifically, the Bible is utilized as a symbolic tool to understand the present 
reality of the world.  Ted exemplified this when he stated, “If a person channels himself 
through biblical teaching, the Bible will help you understand what’s happening right now 
because it has happened before.”  Thus, for conservative Christians, the Bible supplies all 
the information one needs to know regarding human nature, political strategies, and the 
future of humankind and the globe.  During the interview, Ted explained, “We are still 
born sinners, aggressive by nature, sin bent.  We want to possess things.  We have a 
tendency to want to be the victor in everything that we do.”  The “we” refers to all 
humankind of all time.  His biblical resource has provided him with what he perceives to 
be a clear epistemological understanding of the psychological and sociological 
characteristics of human nature.   
Furthermore, detailed questioning indicated a strong reliance on Old Testament 
narratives and passages by conservative Christians today.  In fact, I would suggest that 
conservative Christians have elevated the Old Testament narratives as primary.  The 
commands to engage in battle, protect the religious tradition, and fight for a tribal deity 
are seen as the primary substance of the entire scriptural resource.  The employed 
interpretation of the Hebrew texts conflates the ancient Israelite nation with American 
nation.  This hermeneutic causes the teachings of the New Testament to be interpreted 
through a lens of national religious identity or hyper religious patriotism as well.   
 For example, when Ted explained why Christians are allowed, and have the 
responsibility to engage in militaristic battles, he deduced: “from what I understand, the 
                                                        
128
 Bielo, 3. 
  
 66
Bible says, ‘Thou shalt not kill’… But it also goes on to talk about standing up for what 
is right.  It talks about loving people and caring for people.  That’s on one side of the 
coin.”  He digressed at this point to discuss his opinion regarding the lack of conscience 
and sexual impurity of America, then emphatically stated: 
I think we must go to war because we won’t be allowed to be a Christian 
nation otherwise.  I think we have to stand up for Christian values.  If 
someone is attempting to own us, then we just have to [go to war]…I 
remember one group of people [in the Old Testament] that God wanted to 
destroy completely.  He wanted those people to die. And they did.129   
 
Like many conservative Christians, Ted’s fear of losing – religious freedom, a correct 
national stance with God, and fear of religious failure – position him in a defensive 
posture.  The defensive posture caused him to support military endeavors and find 
legitimating solace in the violent Old Testament passages regarding war and genocide.  
Ted’s response indicated the triumph of particular Old Testament passages over other 
scriptural commands of aiding and assisting others.  In turn, Ted projected enemy status 
on any individual, group, or nation not in agreement with his religious and political 
positions. 
 Additionally, Ted understood the actions of American soldiers as a battle against 
spiritual forces, as well as physical enemies.  An inquiry into Ted’s opinions regarding 
his church’s patriotic service yielded the following reply: 
[The patriotic service] is a thank you to all those men and women who 
have died for our country, died for our freedoms.  That, in essence, is why 
our country was able to sustain itself.  Because those people did give their 
lives for what they believed.  They believed about God and his influence 
on our country. And we were fighting against forces that are Satan.  
People who wanted to dominate us… They wanted what we have.   
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Many Americans, whether Christian or not, would agree with the first portion of this 
statement.  A sense of patriotic indebtedness is not uncommon.  However, Ted’s latter 
addendum to his patriotic fervor invoked a spiritual warfare that simultaneously occurs 
during physical warfare.  Like the ancient Hebrew people, national identity is of supreme 
importance to contemporary, conservative Christians.  And an integral part of that 
identity is the military. His interpretations, concentrating particularly on the Old 
Testament, not only legitimate his notions of America as a divinely chosen global power, 
but also glorify the military as a sacred aspect.  Or as he described it: “Christian soldiers 
have always stood up for what they truly believe.”  Moreover, the Christians who were 
interviewed who had also participated in military combat, also employed similar 
hermeneutics.     
In 2005, Jason celebrated his twenty-first birthday in Iraq. He was deployed for a 
mission that he referred to as “CSI: Iraq.” In essence, he was part of a unit that would 
investigate battle scenes in the aftermath of combat in an attempt to uncover any forensic 
evidence that might be useful. His group “put on gloves . . . and looked for video 
materials, ID making materials, weapons, and fingerprints by doing biometrics.” They 
were conducting field research on a war that had started two years earlier. 
The second Persian Gulf War, also known as Operation Iraqi Freedom, was 
initiated when the United States and the United Kingdom accused then Iraqi President 
Saddam Hussein of possessing weapons of mass destruction. Although the military 
campaign was not as brief as the first Persian Gulf War, the coalition forces of the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and others countries did quickly end Hussein’s reign. 
However, meeting other objectives, such as establishing a more democratic government, 
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proved to be a difficult task. U.S. soldiers continued to stay in Iraq hoping to find former 
government leaders, securing the state, and attempting to assist in setting up a stable 
government that would be able to defend itself. The war was officially declared over in 
December 2011, and the last U.S. troops left Iraq on December 18, 2011. 
In the midst of the post-invasion turmoil, Jason found himself and his Marine unit 
conducting forensic investigations in Iraq. Jason had volunteered to be deployed even 
though he was assigned to a nondeployable unit. He is a self-described quiet guy who 
does not like to be the center of attention and had grown up attending a small Church of 
Christ congregation. During the interview, however, he talked quickly and energetically 
about his military experience. One of the first statements he made when I asked him to 
tell me about himself was “I’m glad that I could serve my country and be proud of my 
actions.” 
When I asked Jason whether he had ever been confronted about identifying as a 
Christian and participating in war, he answered: 
The Bible says “Thou shall not kill.” [And some people ask of him] How 
can you do that? But I look at it in the sense that God commanded people 
to kill. God had armies that he helped win. . . . God gave Samson the 
strength to pull pillars down and he killed a lot of people. God also gave 
him strength to kill thousands of men with the jawbone of an ox. 
 
Like Ted, Jason started by stating the most obvious commandment in the Bible that can 
be applied to war: the Hebrew proscription against murder. However, he renegotiated this 
command by referencing a specific destructive command found in the book of Judges. 
The story of Samson’s feats is familiar even to many people outside of the Abrahamic 
traditions. The Bible story recounts God’s selection of Samson at an early age to lead the 
Israelites from under Philistine oppression. Samson was given extraordinary strength but 
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was also explicitly commanded not to drink alcohol, cut his hair, or come into contact 
with a corpse. The story continues with Samson killing a lion with his bare hands, 
catching 300 foxes, and reportedly killing 1,000 men with the jawbone of a donkey. 
Eventually, Samson was defeated through the wiles of a woman who tricked him into 
revealing his secrets and then, while Samson was asleep, cut his hair, thus taking away 
his superhuman abilities. Because Samson’s strength had been reduced to average, he 
was captured and imprisoned. Eventually, God gave Samson one last burst of energy to 
escape by pushing down the supporting pillars of a building, causing it to collapse, killing 
him and those who had imprisoned him. 
Like Jason, most of the other Christian soldiers whom I interviewed made 
references to biblical figures without being prompted. The references were always to 
male characters found in the Christian Old Testament and involved obeying divine 
commandments. For instance, another soldier referenced the story of Jonah and the 
whale, which provided association and understanding for his own military experience. 
Larry was a member of the U.S. Army stationed in California. He was part of the 
Airborne Infantry, a specialized group of paratroopers. Larry enlisted in 2005 and had 
high hopes of being deployed to Iraq. However, he was diagnosed with a severe medical 
issue that rendered him unable to complete his military commitment. He therefore was 
assigned desk duty. Because of his medical issue, inability to be deployed, and 
assignment at a desk, Larry fell into a deep depression that resulted in alcohol abuse. He 
told me that he knew the abuse was wrong because he had been raised in church; 
however, in his words, he was “running from God.” Larry repeatedly talked about being 
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obedient to God and following the divine commands. Toward the end of his interview, 
Larry referred to the story of Jonah: 
I kind of look at my life as Jonah and the whale. When Jonah had a calling 
on his life to go preach to the Ninevites, and he was disobedient to God 
and he didn’t want to go. So he ran from God. And when he ran from God, 
the waves started to roar and his life was being turned upside-down on this 
boat. And its kind of how my life was too. It was crazy though when 
Jonah finally gave in, he went to the Gentiles on the boat and said, “Hey, 
the waves will stop if you throw me over. This is my fault.” So, the 
Gentiles threw him overboard and all of a sudden the Gentiles started 
praising God because of it. 
 
Larry associated much of his failure with being disobedient to God, like Jonah. 
Additionally, Larry attributed much of his present success to giving up his own desires 
and following God’s plan for his life. 
It was with the story of the masculine, violent, and divinely-inspired Samson that 
Jason aligned himself. The connections that Jason could make for his own life and those 
of other soldiers are not difficult to ascertain. This association permitted Jason to have a 
superhuman view of himself as a warrior of God, attribute any success to God who gave 
the abilities in the first place, and provide a divine calling for the task to be completed. 
For Larry, the story of Jonah reassured him that God accepts failures, that God’s message 
needs to be proclaimed, and that his own life is valuable as long as he follows God’s 
commands. The stories provided these men with a divine narrative to mimic and a heroic 
figure with whom to associate. When the soldiers identified with individual characters in 
the Old Testament—in contrast to Jesus in the New Testament, whom Christians 
proclaim to emulate—they also anticipated that their future lives would continue to be 
divinely navigated. 
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The divine interventions that were expressed through the hagiographic mimesis 
are not uncommon for religious people. Religious texts have the potential to enhance 
well-being, but not simply because the texts are “replete with guidance on how to deal 
with stressful situations.”130 The daily guidance is definitely available for devotees, and 
many people utilize scriptures in this manner. I would suggest that a deeper relational 
bond is occurring between a devotee and the religious text and that this bond grants the 
text the ability to legitimate actions and provide comfort. Additional research noted that 
religious individuals “may resolve problematic situations more easily by defining them in 
terms of a biblical figure’s plight and by considering their own personal conditions from 
the vantage point of the ‘God-role.’”131 Owe Wikstrom detailed this relational, 
hagiographic mimesis: 
In the Christian tradition, one finds a lot of scenes in the Bible, where 
persons are described as living in interaction with God. In all of these 
human scenes, “The other” (God or Christ) is a counterpart. And, as God 
in the Bible is described and experienced as the God of history, he deals 
with man in this world and interacts with him in ordinary occurrences and 
events. [This] is seen as a sign from or an activity on the part of God, and 
is not attributed as nothing but an accident, or merely occasional, chance 
or fate.132 
 
In essence, soldiers found comfort, enhanced their own well-being, and legitimated their 
combat experiences by associating themselves with ancient religious characters. For 
many of the soldiers whom I interviewed, associations with the Old Testament God 
figure were pronounced. Many of the soldiers considered the God figure in the Old 
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Testament to be the ultimate warrior and understood themselves as simply being utilized 
by this divine soldier. 
 The Old Testament is multifunctional within conservative Christianity, namely as 
a weapon against opposing forces, as a reaffirming ancient narrative providing insight 
into contemporary politics, and as a legitimating text.  An analysis of numerous sermons 
leads me to suggest that contemporary, conservative Christians have practiced an 
interpretative process exactly opposite of early Christian pacifists.  Whereas early 
Christian pacifists elevated the ideas of the New Testament above the Hebrew Scriptures, 
the interviewed Christians and the church services that I attended, promoted the Old 
Testament scriptures as the primary source.  Even when sermons were delivered that 
chose a starting text from the New Testament, most of the sermons recalled Old 
Testament passages as a way of providing a means of understanding the New Testament 
passage.  For instance, an often-quoted New Testament passage was Jesus’ statement: 
“No greater love has a man than this, that he would lay down his life for his friends.” 
However, no one explained this as referring to Jesus’ own sacrificial death.  Rather, ideas 
of militaristic courage and sacrificial battles were referred to as exemplars of this 
command.  Or elsewhere, New Testament passages were utilized to only refer to 
subjective faith practices.  For instance, the book that Ted brought to our interview, The 
Peacemaker, utilized the famous passage from the Sermon on the Mount, not as a 
command to work towards national or global peace, but instead as a prescription for 
maintaining peace within one’s own personal relationships.133  To offer one last example, 
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Jesus’ command to “turn the other cheek” is repeatedly referred to as instructions for 
individual daily skirmishes an individual devotee might experience, but never applied to 
national or global situations.  
 Throughout my interviews, Christians spoke of an ideal – a way of being a true 
Christian.  The struggle to be an authentic believer is a daily task for most committed 
Christians.  And church leadership knows of this struggle for authenticity.  Each week, 
sermons are preached that remind parishioners that their social reality includes imminent 
tests and temptations from opposing forces, both locally and globally.  Many of these 
sermons are self-help, philosophical messages providing congregants with specific steps 
to remaining in or obtaining an authentic faith.  The sincere struggle of laypeople to be a 
true follower of Christ has produced a Christian ideal – the type of person who most 
exemplifies a Christ nature.  This is a rather old concept in Christianity for several 
biblical passages reference attempts to be like Jesus.134   Historically, many have elevated 
the devoted monk, the Pope, or a passionate preacher/pastor as the ideal.  But, with the 
integration of masculine songs regarding power and strength, an interpretation of 
Christian symbology revolving around ideas of protection, and the elevation of the Old 
Testament as the primary text of importance, contemporary, conservative Christians have 
established a new Christian ideal – namely, the soldier.  
 
Soldiers: The Christian Ideal 
Thus far, I have suggested a new Christian typology as it relates to attitudes 
toward war and violence, which I refer to as church militant.  This position is based from 
an American social context of global imperialism and a culturally violent society.  While 
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the church militant seeks to understand its position as the authentic Christian expression, 
it has been demonstrated that a wide-range of positions have been held by Christians 
historically and contemporarily.  By coalescing ideas of American nationalism and 
religious fervor, a new adopted attitude by conservative Christians, especially white, 
southern Christians, perceives war as divinely inspired.  In addition, I have suggested that 
these ideas are not simply abstract. Not only do they lead conservative Christians to 
support war more than other religious devotees and to a high level of military 
involvement, but the church militant attitude has also permeated the ritualistic practices 
of conservative churches.  Hence, an analysis of ritualistic performances of communal 
singing, interpretation of religious symbols, and hermeneutical practices has been 
provided.   
Previously, it was noted that Emile Durkheim proposed ritual practices as a 
process of social conditioning with the ultimate goal of social organization.  Yet, 
Durkheim also proposed that ritual practices expressed to a deity, were, in effect, a means 
of celebrating the society itself.  Thus, “because collective feelings become conscious of 
themselves only by settling upon external objects,” religious institutions and leaders 
organize communal practices (i.e. songs, sacrifices, texts) as a visual representation of 
collective existence.135  As part of Durkheim’s work, he proposed multiple reasons for 
praising the society including a notion that the society offered protection from natural 
forces, which were the source of fear for the collective and individuals. In addition, the 
god or deities being celebrated by the community, in Durkheim’s work, are simply 
linguistic “placeholders” for the virtues of the society.  In other words, as the community 
gathers together to perform rituals or host festivals worshipping their constructive deities, 
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they are, in reality, simply praising themselves communally.  This aspect of the theory 
has been appropriately termed “collective effervescence.”   
Application of the Durkheimian collective effervescence theory seems appropriate 
at this point of the argument when examining the ritual practices of the church militant.  
Utilizing Durkheim’s ideas, it is but a small step to suggest that the praise songs of 
ultimate strength and power are simply a way of celebrating the global dominance of the 
United States and its military.  In the songs previously mentioned regarding might, 
strength, and power, the word “God” could be replaced with American military, America, 
or united Christians and still maintain a recognizable truth for the conservative Christians 
interviewed for this research.  Relying on the military for global power develops a 
necessity for protective forces; and vice versa, a necessity for protective forces develops a 
reliance on global military power.  Thus the observed church communities celebrate 
armed forces due to a perception that military services are absolutely vital for continual 
survival.  When all the available physical apparatuses cannot guarantee absolute 
protection from injury and, ultimately, death, then religious symbols of the collective are 
adopted proposing to supply an extra level of protection.  As the ethics and morality of 
military actions are questioned, sacred texts provide an ultimate legitimating response.  
The Hebrew stories containing divinely commissioned war efforts for defense and 
expansion serve as a justifying force.   
Just as the church militant ideas are expressed in ritualistic practices, the ritual 
practices serve to legitimate the church militant position.   The result of this circular 
reinforcement of thought and action is the development of a new individual Christian 
ideal.  Or stated differently, conservative churches have generated a fresh image of a 
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single person who most perfectly encapsulates the ethics embraced by the church 
militant.  And this is consummated in the American soldier.  In this portion of the study, I 
will introduce Brad, a unique interviewee opposed to war and violence, while still 
recognizing the contextual opportunity of the soldier to display Christian virtues.  
Afterward, I will illuminate a concept of mutually beneficial protective services 
describing the mechanisms of guardian reciprocity practices by conservative Christians. 
Brad did not grow up in church, but his family has been active members at one of 
the megachurches for the past decade.  We sat in his office as he explained why he was a 
member at one megachurch but has since moved his membership to another megachurch.  
Originally, Brad was drawn to the first megachurch due to its large number of college-
aged participants.  He felt that the attendees at the church were authentic and “live the 
faith Monday through Sunday.”  But after being actively involved, which included 
teaching responsibilities, he and his wife made the decision to attend another one of the 
megachurches highlighted in this research.  He acknowledged that the currently attended 
megachurch was demographically more like his family.   
 Out of all the interviewees, Brad was extremely unique, an anomaly in many 
ways.  For instance, as a child, he did not attend church.  Brad admitted that this gives 
him a freedom to question many of his own religious ideas and those of the church he 
attends.  Also, he emphatically stated that the United States was not a Christian nation, 
the only respondent to do so.  In fact, he suggested that no country could ever be 
Christian.  Brad understood a distinction between what he referred to as a “kingdom of 
this world” versus a “kingdom of God.”  He believed that there is a “dichotomy between 
peace, love, pursuit of the kingdom of god and death, destruction, tyranny, oppression,” 
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and that, “the kingdom of God offers something different than the kingdom of the world.”  
When asked if he considered it appropriate for Christians to participate in the military, he 
replied that involvement in the military challenges a faithful Christian’s primary loyalty 
to God.  He even critiqued Christians who support war and the military: “So many 
Christians don’t understand the Old Testament. So what they do understand is that there 
is a lot of war and lot of killing and so obviously God approves of that. He sent Israel to 
be an army and gave them orders.”  Because of his position, he refused to attend the 
patriotic service that his church hosted (and which was highlighted earlier within this 
research).   
 Despite Brad’s disputation with many of the stances of his church vis-à-vis war 
and military, he continued to be a dedicated member.  He assisted his church by making 
hospital visits to sick co-members, active involvement in small groups, and by taking on 
the responsibility of teacher intermittently. Brad referred to himself as “loyal opposition” 
within his church, which required active participates to sign a “leadership covenant.”  
This covenant forbade exposing oneself to gratuitous violence.  Brad claimed that most 
members understood this to prohibit attending violent movies, but ironically does not 
prohibit participation in combat zones.  But again, he reminded me that he does not want 
to offend any of his co-religionists and chooses not to be out-spoken with his opinions.  
Yet, as Brad worked through his ideas regarding war and military, he admitted, 
“Your faith is a battlefield…[and] in a military culture, you get to display the bravery and 
courage that we should have as Christians.”  He recognized a unique opportunity in 
battlefield and war experiences to exemplify what he feels are the greatest characteristics 
of a Christian because, “church life is so humdrum and boring, what excitement, what 
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bravery, what courage can be expressed in our day-to-day faith? Well none; it’s on the 
battlefield.”  Additionally, he perceived those military personnel who have “met evil eye-
to-eye and shot it down,” consequently, to have the ability to become courageous 
missionaries, preachers, and church members. 
Like all the interviewees, Brad exalted the soldier as having a potential context to 
actively pursue the ultimate Christian ideal.  Or stated another way, the Christian soldier 
exhibits the nature of Christ most clearly on this earth.  As noted by several of the 
interview portions mentioned previously, soldiers are envisioned as courageous like 
Christ.  It is perceived that soldiers bravely stand up to evil in this world. Metaphorically, 
many Christians understand Jesus as courageously engaging the “principalities of 
darkness” as the Apostle Paul stated.  This engagement is acknowledged as the supreme 
confrontation between the forces of good and evil.  And Jesus is perceived as the victor 
through his resurrection.  But, beyond spiritual battles, Jesus is thought to have 
courageously engaged the Roman authorities of his time as well.  The gospel stories 
recorded Jesus conversing with Pontius Pilate and willingly accepting crucifixion before 
giving up his convictions.  Likewise, Christians admire the disciplined life of soldiers.  
Christians are admonished by church leaders to discipline their lives by daily praying, 
reading scriptures, and living out the faith of Jesus.  Soldiers, also, willingly put 
themselves in a position to potentially give their lives as a sacrifice.  As Christians 
believe that Jesus was the ultimate sacrifice, soldiers are seen as mimicking the very last 
acts of Jesus himself.  A bumper sticker on a vehicle outside of one of the churches that 
was attended summarized this claim: “Honor the two who died for you: Jesus and the 
American Soldier.”   
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The establishment of the Christian soldier as ideal functions as an impetus for 
church members to actively support soldiers while stationed at home and abroad.  The 
Christian media industry has noticed this support and has produced several products 
Christians can purchase.  For instance, several biblical resources are available like The 
Soldiers Bible, The Marine’s Bible, The Sailor’s Bible, and Airman’s Bible.  While 
actively serving soldiers can purchase Daily Guideposts: Daily Inspiration for Our Men 
and Women in Uniform or In His Service: A Guide to Christian Living in the Military.136  
And wives of deployed personnel can obtain Faith Deployed: Daily Encouragement for 
Military Wives.137  Dog tags with numerous Bible verses can easily be acquired as well.  
Yet, the interviewed Christians soldiers discussed other, more relational, modes of 
support received by their church members.   
Allen is a Southern Baptist who grew up in church. He had been active in Sunday 
school, youth ministry, and then college ministry when he signed up for the U.S. Army. 
Since his youth, he had a strong desire to be in the military. While in high school, he was 
a committed participant in the ROTC program on campus. In 2009, he was deployed to 
Iraq. I asked him whether he had ever received any critique for his love of the military 
and being a Christian. He replied: 
The Bible says that shepherds have to defend their flock. . . . One of the 
reasons that I feel so strongly about this is that one of the ministers at 
[Allen’s church] is retired military. He did twelve years enlisted duty as an 
enlisted tank crewman. He got out, went to seminary and became a 
chaplain. He was my mentor for the longest time and I asked him this 
question [about being a Christian and participating in the military and war] 
early on. He [said], “Big picture, we are the shepherds and we have to 
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defend the flock. You live in America, and you want the freedom to 
worship freely unlike other countries who can’t. You want to defend that. 
You want to defend what you love.” 
 
Allen had taken the idea of being a shepherd and applied it to his entire life. Numerous 
times, Allen referred to himself as a shepherd fulfilling his calling by serving in the 
military and the church. His mentor was an associate minister at his church. Allen 
explained that his mentor specifically “gave” Allen the Old Testament reference Psalm 
144:1–2, which states: 
Praise be to the LORD my Rock, 
who trains my hands for war, 
my fingers for battle. 
He is my loving God and my fortress, 
my stronghold and my deliverer, 
my shield, in whom I take refuge, 
who subdues peoples under me. 
 
The psalm continues with verses extolling God to “send forth lightning and scatter the 
enemy; shoot your arrows and rout them.” Allen stated that his minister gave him the 
verses, as if the minister possessed the verses. Maybe another way of stating it is to say 
that the minister transferred the protective power of the verses to Allen.138 Allen told me 
that he now carries these verses with him wherever he goes. 
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But it is not only the soldiers who feel like shepherds or protectors of the flock. 
Chris described his church’s dedication to the care of his family while he was in Iraq: 
We were in the process of changing churches and we just started coming 
[to his current church]. . . . [My wife] had joined the church, but I hadn’t. 
So, when I left I was not a member [of the church]. But, I had been here 
long enough that the church had really taken me in. The great part about it 
was that while I was gone [the church members] took care of [my wife and 
son] just like they had known them their entire lives. They were very good 
folks [he lists several church members by name here]. . . . When I came 
back I was invited to speak at one of the [weekly Bible studies], and they 
let me tell my story. I told them that I really appreciated everything that 
they did for [my wife and son] while I was gone, and that I will be joining 
the church next Sunday. That’s when I joined the church. They took care 
of my family while I was gone and I knew that this was the place to be. 
 
Almost twenty years after this event, Chris is still an active member of his church. 
 
In fact, all of the Christian soldiers conveyed an idea that the church’s 
commitment to taking care of their families during their deployments had a huge impact 
on their continued commitment to the church. Jason explained that several of the men of 
his church made sure that his parents’ yard was mowed, and other members continually 
stopped by to offer encouraging words. Allen noted that several of the women in his 
church offered his mother the spiritual encouragement that she needed while he was 
deployed. In essence, while each of the soldiers was deployed, the church members took 
on the role of protector of the soldier’s family. 
Several of the soldiers used phrases such as “fighting for God and my country” or 
“protecting my church and my country.” Two insights can be gained from the 
construction of these phrases. First, the soldiers’ statements demonstrated a keen 
understanding of their role as protector at both micro and macro levels. Just as the 
soldiers were fighting for national issues, they also acknowledged their service to their 
religious group. Second, each of these soldiers mentioned their religious commitment 
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first in their statement. This is not uncommon for American Christians. A recently 
conducted Pew Research poll found that many American Christians self-identify first in 
terms of religious identity rather than their national identity.139 The importance of 
religious identity and religious communities enhances the perception that Christian 
soldiers are defending not only their church communities and country, but also a 
conflation of metaphysical ideas of good against evil, God versus Satan, and national 
patriotism confronting national rivals. 
Previous research has acknowledged, “people are motivated to form and maintain 
interpersonal bonds.”140 This position has prompted many scholars to analyze the effect 
of religious interpersonal bonds as they relate to well-being, coping, and social 
support.141 The social support provided by coreligionists may offer some devotees 
“affirmation that their conduct and perceptions concerning daily events and community 
affairs are reasonable and appropriate.”142 The interviews that I conducted for this 
research yielded a unique form of social support disseminated relationally to deployed 
military personnel. The interviews demonstrate an unofficial relational contract between 
the soldier and the religious community to provide mutually beneficial services of 
protection. Instinctively, members of the soldier’s religious community take on the 
responsibility of support for the soldier’s family and loved ones while the soldier is 
perceived as taking on the role of protector for the religious community. Again, the 
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soldiers noted the congregational support versus formal, institutional support. This aspect 
of the church and deployed soldier’s relationship has not been researched. Hence the 
specific impact and effects of mutual protecting roles between congregations and 
deployed soldiers should be further researched to discover the sociological and 
psychological benefits for subjective well-being. 
Two weeks after I conducted my last interview session, I reconnected 
unintentionally with Jackson, the self-declared atheist. We both happened to be attending 
the same event, and he inquired about my research. I shared many of the ideas of 
relational support that I was discovering as I listened to my recorded interviews. Jackson 
simply nodded and stated that he was envious of the congregational support. He reminded 
me that he was extremely frustrated during his short deployment to Iraq, and he noted 
that he could have benefited from what the churches had provided for other soldiers. 
Jackson was not alone in his frequent periods of frustration during his deployment 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. For instance, Allen described some of his frustrations while he 
was deployed in Iraq: 
There were times that I was angry at the people, the culture, the rules that 
we had to follow, the whole situation. It wasn’t done the way that it could 
have been done better. . . I didn’t lose my faith, but I questioned it a lot. I 
think that the big kicker for that was when they turned the chapel that we 
had on our operating base into a housing facility for the some of the local 
Iraqis to live in. So we didn’t really have a chapel for a while and it was 
the final straw. I was mad at everyone involved with that. 
 
In fact, all the soldiers that I interviewed expressed several frustrations with their military 
experience. However, the Christian soldiers whom I interviewed seemed to exude a 
confidence that trumped their frustrations. 
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Kenneth Maton’s research delineated four distinct aspects of religious support: 
spiritual coping (prayer), spiritual support (perceived comfort from God), congregational 
coping (rituals), and congregational support (support from fellow congregants). He found 
that for people in high-stress situations, “church attendance was not significantly related 
to well-being; nor, for example might doctrinal orthodoxy . . . necessarily be expected to 
be related to well-being for high life stress subsamples.”143  Instead, it was “extensive 
small-group structures and widespread member involvement” that was of great 
importance for providing support.144 Indeed, the congregational support that is provided 
to military personnel deployed in combat zones is overwhelmingly provided by 
individual members of the congregation and not necessarily formally by the institution. 
Also, congregational support provides an opportunity for Christian devotees to develop 
their own agency as ministers and protectors. 
Rates of suicide and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are increasing among 
military personnel in the United States. Figures released for the first six months of 2012 
confirmed that more military personnel had committed suicide than had been killed on 
the battlefield.145  Specifically, 2012 witnessed an 18 percent increase in military suicides 
compared to the same period in 2011. Also on the increase were combat-related PTSD 
diagnoses. Of the two million deployed military personnel who seek medical attention, it 
is estimated that over 56 percent are diagnosed with multiple mental disorders, of which 
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PTSD is prevalent.146  PTSD can lead to relational abuse, substance abuse, and financial 
problems. At a time when soldiers are returning home from combat deployment, the 
necessity of relational support services provided by local religious organizations should 
be given more attention. The role of religious organizations in assimilating and 
reintegrating combat duty soldiers into U.S. society could prove extremely essential for 
the well-being of numerous military personnel and their families.  There is little denying 
that the social support mechanisms based on a Christian ideal provide a real service to 
returning soldiers.  Yet, they also simultaneously serve to affirm the military actions and 
combat participation of these Christian devotees.  
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Conclusion 
“The idea of a Christian America is a powerful, seductive, and potentially 
destructive theme in American life, culture, and politics.  It therefore deserves thoughtful 
consideration by every citizen of this republic.” Richard T. Hughes147 
 
This research began by referencing research conducted in 1971 regarding the 
infiltration of religion into the United States military.  Much has changed in the American 
context since Peter Berger and his colleagues completed Military Chaplains.  For 
instance, in the introduction of the work, the authors provided readers with data 
pertaining to the denominational affiliations of then current military chaplains.  The 
numbers demonstrated that the majority of chaplains were affiliated with Mainline 
Protestant denominations.  Because the numbers were comparatively small, the authors 
listed the single-digit numbers of non-Mainline Protestant chaplains.  In fact, the total 
number of chaplains who were not affiliated with Mainline Protestant churches or the 
Catholic Church only totaled forty-four chaplains out of over four thousand total.148  
Additionally, the work detailed complaints and frustrations by the then serving chaplains 
of the military.  Since the Vietnam War, Mainline Protestants have decreased their 
participation in the military chaplaincy with current number continuing to dwindle.  The 
inverse is true of conservative Christian chaplains.  As conservative Christians embraced 
the United States military, participation by conservative Christians in the military and the 
chaplaincy has increased.  Today, more than 60% of military chaplains are conservative 
Christians, and around 40% of all active military personnel are affiliated with a 
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conservative Christian denomination.149  The strength of conservative Christians has even 
led to investigations to determine if conservative, Christian chaplains are guilty of 
abusing their influence and power within military institutions across the United States.150  
Recently, “prominent examples of overtly inappropriate behavior” of “egregious 
examples of [conservative Christian military] leaders putting their religious beliefs before 
their professional duties” has emerged.151 
Simultaneously, the assent of the United States as the supreme global power has 
come to fruition.  The context of Military Chaplains was set during the Vietnam War, 
part of the Cold War to determine competing global interests of both the United States 
and the Soviet Union.  The United States continued to gain global influence in the 
subsequent decades following the publication of Military Chaplains, and with the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States ascended as the dominant 
power militarily.  And being the top global power comes with a price. In fact, the United 
States spends over $100 billion each year to maintain over one thousand bases 
globally.152  And besides monetarily, the United States’ military has a presence in several 
conflicts around the globe including African and Middle Eastern countries.   
However, those that I interviewed did not perceive the United States as a 
dominating force around the globe; but rather, maintained a perception that foreign 
leaders and citizens request the United States’ military presence across the globe.  David 
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Rieff noted the same attitude, which he referred to as the “theology of American 
exceptionalism.”  He stated, “the American consensus has always been and remains that 
we are not an empire in any traditional sense, but rather the last best hope of humanity – 
which, coincidentally or not, also happens to be the most powerful nation in the 
world.”153  Again, the consensus of the interviewees for this project was that the United 
States and all its military activities is a necessity for political and religious freedoms 
around the globe. 
But I do not intend to suggest that the interviewees are all blood-thirsty crusaders 
set on global conquest or members of notoriously supremacist groups like the Christian 
Identity or Ku Klux Klan.  As a matter of fact, the conservative Christians whom I 
interviewed for this project are some of the most gracious people I have had the privilege 
of meeting.  All of them are professionals who were gainfully employed in various 
institutions like universities, nonprofits, or local businesses.  Almost all of them have 
obtained college degrees and highly value education.  Additionally, they are actively 
engaged citizens who also volunteer at local service organizations feeding the homeless 
or providing school supplies for less-fortunate children.  Each expressed a great 
commitment to and love for their local community.  In fact, they seemed to be 
representational of other members of the megachurches.  The megachurches that were 
attended were replete with judges, doctors, contractors, real estate agents, and other 
professionals who are devout congregants.   
While there are many commonalities within the pews of the megachurches (i.e. 
predominately middle to upper class economically, white, conservative), the most 
profound similarity is a shared conservative Christian identity infused with American 
                                                        
153
 David Reiff, “Without Exception: The Same Old Song,” World Affairs (2008), 104. 
  
 89
patriotism.  Because of this identity, the respondents perceive themselves as defenders of 
a modus operandi in this world.  And this way of being in the world is understood as 
holistically religious, cultural, and political.  I would suggest this identity is the primary 
lens through which the interviewees view the world.  Other lenses (i.e. race, economic, 
and political positions) are filtered through the church militant lens leading to a devaluing 
of racial, ethnic, or gender identities.  And this identity has cultivated a dedicated 
commitment to defending God, church, and country, which perpetuates the church 
militant typology.  Devotees sacralize the United States and embrace a myth of its 
founding and continuation of success as being dependent on the divine.  Moreover, the 
United States is understood as possessing a transcendent purpose.   
Furthermore, the church militant type results in isolationism, fear of the other, and 
a continual defensive posture.  Conservative Christians view non-Americans and non-
Christians as suspicious.154  Even Christians from other churches are hesitantly accepted 
after a litmus test of authenticity has been passed.  In fact, there were even negative intra-
church comments made regarding fellow congregants who chose to attend one of the 
other services offered by their own megachurch.  The conservative Christians interviewed 
for this research embraced a notion of being under continual attack domestically by 
liberal media sources, the government, and non-Christian religious organizations.  This 
fear is the impetus for fervent resolve and commitment to their own religious institutions.  
Apprehension regarding an imminent threat from foreign forces sustains a glorification of 
the United States’ exceptionalism, global dominance, and military power. The 
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characteristics of fear and isolationism are often associated with fundamentalist 
tendencies.155  And the conclusions of this research reveal a conservative Christian shift 
toward fundamentalist dispositions. 
Conservative Christians who internalize the church militant typology promote a 
“muscular Christianity.” Muscular Christianity is articulated in sermons, conveyed with a 
patriarchal leadership, and communicated through masculine metaphors.  Predominantly, 
men conducted the worship services.  Women would sometimes fulfill a secondary role 
of worship team member or possibly an usher.  But most of the time, women were 
relegated to the pews during the worship services.  Each church offers men’s ministry 
training opportunities.  One of the megachurch’s website stated that their men’s only 
program “challenges, trains, strengthens, equips, mentors, empowers, encourages and 
guides men to survive for Biblical manhood.”  The idea of developing an authentic man 
of God who is a survivalist, both physically and spiritually, is correlated to the idea of a 
Christian soldier.  Evidence of the survivalist ethos is blatantly obvious as one southern 
church recently announced that they would offer handgun license classes to their 
community.156  Also, the three megachurches analyzed for this project each employ a 
head minister who is a former football player.  Repeatedly, football and sports metaphors 
were utilized during sermons to express scriptural interpretations.   
Yet, more than sports metaphors, war and battle analogies were the predominant 
symbolism for the life of the Christian within the megachurches.  Like the sermon 
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highlighted previously, all authentic Christians were envisioned as soldiers in imminent 
and frequent spiritual and physical battles.  This is reminiscent of the early twentieth 
century evangelist Bill Sunday who “challenged his male listeners to fight the good fight 
and his female listeners to embrace macho men.”157  Sunday imagined Jesus as the 
“greatest scrapper that ever lived.”158  Like Sunday, the megachurch ministers focused on 
developing and encouraging a strong, active congregation engaged in daily subjective 
battles, local and global political conflicts, and also a cosmic battle.  In many ways, the 
ministers are like battalion leaders prepping their troops for warfare.  And throughout my 
participant observation, references were common to World War II as the quintessential 
good war.159  Many scholars like Howard Zinn suggest that the United States has 
sacralized three wars – the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, and War World II.160  I 
agree with his historical analysis, but would note that War World II maintains a 
predominant position for contemporary, conservative Christians.  There are probably 
many reasons for this, including the fact that War World II is the most current out of the 
“three holy wars” as Zinn refers to them.  Also, many members of the congregations that 
were interviewed have ancestral connections with military personnel who served in War 
World II.  In many ways, Adolf Hitler continues to symbolize the ultimate evil of this 
world for conservative Christians, strengthening the idea that the United States military 
symbolizes the ultimate good of this world.   
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Thus, the institutional religious practices of conservative megachurches are 
shaped by fostering the church militant typology and venerating World War II as the 
supreme example.  Indeed Chris Hedges contended, “[War] dominates culture, distorts 
memory, corrupts language, and infects everything around it, even humor, which 
becomes preoccupied with the grim perversities of smut and death.”161  If Hedges’ 
statement is true, then all aspects of the American culture cannot help but be informed by 
the militarism of the United States.  And the conservative, American church is no 
exception to this influence.   
As has been demonstrated, the megachurches investigated united weekly to 
collectively sing communal songs elevating characteristics of strength, power, and 
domination.  The songs were in high praise of a god who was envisioned as the ultimate, 
divine warrior.  The conservative Christian God is understood as providing protection 
and support for the expansion of religious institutions, but also for the maintenance of 
global American political authority.  Perceptions of this deity greatly correlate with the 
characteristics of American exceptionalism and global domination.   
Second, the church militant typology affects the interpretation of Christian 
symbology.  Many of the symbols, including the cross and sacred scriptures, hold 
protective powers much like amulets for Christian soldiers deployed into combat duty.  
Many of the soldiers carried with them symbols as reminders of their military duty. For 
example, Allen has since had Psalm 144 tattooed on his back. Likewise, Jason had 
“USMC” (United States Marine Corps) tattooed on his arm. Larry carried his Bible at all 
times, and Chris maintained a photo of three crosses in his wallet. The religious symbols 
reminded the soldiers of their military service to their country but also reinforced the idea 
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that they participated in a divine service as well. As Allen told me, “God has given 
people the ability to train me and other Christians in how to defend themselves, their 
friends in arms, and the country that they love.” 
Megachurches have provided agential spaces offering affirmation and 
opportunity.  Collectively, conservative Christians continue to unite with thousands of 
like-minded individuals throughout their weekly schedules to cultivate a common 
rhetoric of faith, religious texts, and political positions.  The conservative Christian 
devotees received continual encouragement to work towards establishing a local and 
national agreed upon ideal.  Moreover, at the global level, conservative Christians grant 
their efforts and the efforts of their military a transcendental status.   
In addition, each of the interviewees discovered legitimation from the retelling of 
certain biblical narratives. The Old Testament is utilized as a legitimizing text to support 
American military efforts across the globe.  Violent stories, such as those of Samson and 
Jonah, as well as Psalm 144 assured the soldiers that their actions were justified by their 
country, their church, and ultimately the God they serve. Many of the men whom I 
interviewed now teach and preach to young people at their own churches and parachurch 
organizations (e.g., campus ministries). They are continuing a legacy by emphasizing to 
the next generation the same stories that have reassured them.  While at home, ministers 
and congregants internalize the narratives of the war and battling to justify participating 
in culture wars.  And the megachurches of which the soldiers participated embrace 
militaristic and violent actions.     
The soldiers will not soon forget the care and protection afforded to their family 
members in their absence. Each of these soldiers maintained a high level of appreciation 
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for the service that members of their religious communities provided during their 
deployment. In fact, all the Christian soldiers still attend the same churches they did 
before they were deployed. The mutual roles of protector forge deep and long-lasting 
relationships, which reinforce the necessity for the religious organization. As Jason 
stated, “All the [near death war experiences] do reaffirm my church participation. I do try 
my best now to make it to church and I feel that God realizes that. I feel that [God] knows 
that I give it my max effort.”  And as the congregants idealized the soldiers as the 
supreme example of ultimate sacrifice in the contemporary world, the position of soldier 
maintains the highest calling of a Christian.  Additionally, the support of Christian 
soldiers by the megachurches provided a much-needed social support mechanism for 
returning combat soldiers.   
“Militaries by their very nature compete with the church for allegiance,” argued 
Betsy Perabo.162  However, I would suggest that the competition between the military and 
religious allegiance has been amalgamated in the positions and practices of the 
conservative Christian church.  In short, there is no competition.  The ritual practices of 
the conservative Christian church congeal to legitimate United States’ war efforts and 
global domination, and more broadly also legitimate war and the use of force.  Thus, the 
rituals continue to provide justification for current wars, but as churches continue to 
practice the militaristically influenced rituals, future wars will be also justified.  The 
cyclical nature of the rituals has created an institutional structure that will prove difficult 
to halt.  Indeed, as the faith of these particular Christians affirms war, likewise, war 
reaffirms their faith.  Hence, all of the Christian congregational rituals, participation in 
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war, and belief systems function in conjunction with each other creating a process of 
continual reinforcement.   
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Future Research Suggestions 
Inevitably as one focuses his or her attention on a specific topic, further research 
topics, too vast for the current project, will develop.  As such, future research projects 
could emerge from the topic and supplement the current research herein.  Further 
quantitative research determining the number of megachurch members who are veterans 
or active military personnel across the United States would yield important data.  If 
megachurches include a comparatively high percentage of veterans and current military 
personnel, it might be determined that megachurches simply reflect the majority ideas of 
the congregational demographics.  However, if megachurch congregational demographics 
do not include high percentages of veterans and military personnel, it might be 
determined that the churches themselves are influencing the collective conscience of the 
congregations.   
Broadening the scope of the demographics of this research could also yield 
interesting results.  For instance, do minority religious communities (e.g., African-
American or Latino churches) employ similar ritualistic practices within their worship 
services and practices? Or do minority soldiers (e.g., African-American, Latino, or 
female) maintain interpretations of religious symbols, songs, and texts comparable to the 
church militant.  If social context is the determinative influence, as espoused in this 
research, it might suggest a slightly different typology for minority populations in the 
United States. Yet another example of continued demographical analysis for future 
research would be an examination of a younger evangelical generation.  Research has 
demonstrated a less absolutist stance by younger evangelicals in regard to culture war 
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issues like abortion and civil union.163  However, more research could determine if 
younger evangelicals are as fervent in their fusing of patriotism and religious identity.   
Additionally, research could be conducted connecting the idealization of the 
soldier as the ideal Christian vis-à-vis the rise of muscular Christianity in the American 
context since the early twentieth century.   The cultivation of a constructed masculinity 
by conservative Christian churches seems likely to be linked to the research provided 
herein. 
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